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Abstract 
This project’s focus is upon philosopher David Hume’s Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion and how the matter of natural religion is debated within these 
dialogues. With the elements of a historical background and a short biography of 
Hume, the project will go into a critical analysis of the three major arguments 
presented in the text. The analysis will also include philosophical methods and 
draw on the knowledge gained through the Text and Sign course. To conclude 
the three arguments, a joint chapter will investigate to what extent the three 
characters represent different philosophical movements. The project will also 
include a discussion on the relevance of Hume in modern society, reflected 
through the contemporary journalist and thinker Christopher Hitchens, and how 
natural religion is debated today.  
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Summary!
Dette projekt vil fokusere på David Humes Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion, med det formål at lave en dybdegående analyse, og på den baggrund 
etablere et større kendskab til Humes egne meninger, dialog opbyggelse og 
argumentationsformen. 
Igennem en kort historisk oversigt, hvori Humes personlige og 
samfundsmæssige baggrund vil blive belyst, vil de tre hovedargumenter, og 
personerne som fremlægger dem, blive kritisk analyseret ved hjælp af diverse 
filosofiske metoder og tekstuelle hjælpemidler. Et afsnit om dialog opbyggelse 
og personkarakteristik vil samtidig også bidrage til den overordnet analyse. 
Derefter vil argumentationerne og personerne bliver draget sammen i et fælles 
kapitel, hvori der vil blive fremhævede eventuelle sammenligninger med 
forskellige tidsperioder inden for filosofiens udvikling, således at man kan lave 
en personkarakteristik på baggrund af den historiske udvikling. 
I et forsøg på at relatere Hume og 1800-tallets tanker til det moderne samfund, 
vil der til sidst være en diskussion, hvori Humes relevance debatteres. Forfatter 
og journalist Christopher Hitchens vil samtidig også bidrage til diskussionen, da 
hans bog god is not Great[sic] belyser mange af de punkter, som Hume selv 
fremhæver i sine dialoger. Dette er noget, som vil blive diskuteret med henblik 
på religionsdebatten i vor tid, og hvorledes Hume og Hitchens kan bidrage til en 
dybere forståelse af begrebet religion. 
!
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Introduction 
 
In this project we aim to investigate David Hume and his Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion based on a historical aspect, textual analysis of the arguments 
and the matter of religion in a modern context.  
Hume’s Dialogues was a critical piece of literature at the time of its creation, as 
it evolved around the subject of natural religion in a time where science 
revolutionised the previous presumptions of the world order. The fact that it was 
published posthumously also indicates the controversial content of the text and 
Hume’s own critical thinking. The subject of religion is something that has been 
debated and revised throughout time, but what differs, in the case of Hume’s 
Dialogues, is the structure and presentation of the arguments. By creating a 
dialogue between three characters Hume distributes his own thoughts on the 
topic onto three individuals, who discuss different aspects of natural religion.  
The effect of this structure, along with the philosophical arguments presented by 
the characters, will therefore be the main focus within this project. A relation 
between the three characters and past, present and future movements within 
philosophy, around the time of Hume, will also be made. As a conclusion to the 
project, a discussion will dwell on the matter of religion in modern society and 
the relevance of Hume to which we include the thoughts of Christopher 
Hitchens. 
!
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Problem Statement 
How does David Hume discuss the subject of natural religion within the 
Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion and to which extent are his personal 
beliefs conveyed? Is it possible to relate the ideas of the three characters to 
historical philosophical movements and has the text influenced the 
contemporary debate on religion? 
!
Research Questions  
• What are the argumentations of Cleanthes, Demea and Philo? 
• To which extent does the dialogue structure contribute to the 
argumentation within the Dialogues? 
• What are the possible relations between the characters and their 
arguments in coherence with their contemporary society? 
• How does Hume convey his own thoughts through the Dialogues? 
 
 
Problem Description  
Our main problem area is to interpret and analyze the Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion and through that hopefully achieve a greater knowledge of 
David Hume’s intentions with the text and the arguments within. We aim to 
understand his intentions through the portrayal of the three characters: Demea, 
Cleanthes and Philo and their main arguments.  We desire to investigate what 
can be concluded from these arguments and if they have any relevance in 
modern society. 
We aim to gain an insight into Hume’s life and surroundings through a historical 
chapter, where we will explore the thoughts of the Enlightenment – both in 
! (!
Europe and Scotland, the scientific revolution and the matter of state and church 
in the 18th century. We then look into the structure and form of the Dialogues, 
where the dimension of Text and Sign will become relevant as we study the 
literary nature of the text. This will help us gain a deeper understanding of how 
the Dialogues are staged and how Hume uses the three characters. In this 
chapter we also include discourse analysis, in which we will explore the power 
relations between the characters.  
Once we identify the three arguments which cover the majority of the text, as 
well as capture the different points of view and reflections put forward, we will 
attempt to present them coherently. The three arguments of our analysis are: the 
a priori argument, the argument from design and the problem of evil.  
For our interpretation of these arguments we will ascribe each argument to one 
of the three characters of the Dialogues: Demea, Cleanthes and Philo. We will 
complete our analysis through a reflection on how the three main characters can 
represent different philosophical movements. Taking this angle we seek to 
discover if there are comparable elements in the mindset of the three characters 
in relation to the past, present and future of philosophical thinking. With this 
angle we will explore how the character’s point of view reflect an evolution of 
the system of beliefs set in the 18th century and start to expose issues explored 
by further philosophers. We will associate Demea with orthodox beliefs, 
Cleanthes with the thoughts of the Enlightenment and Philo as an early 
reflection of the issues put forward by romanticism and Hume himself. 
To sum up the project we will include a discussion where we will include the 
work of contemporary thinker Christopher Hitchens, in which we explore the 
relevance of Hume’s ideas in modern society and how natural religion is 
debated today. 
! )!
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Statement of the Academic Focus or Dimensions 
Science and Philosophy is our primary dimension, as our material and main 
source is a philosophical text by a philosopher. We use the knowledge and 
empirical data we gained from the course last semester in our project. We have 
also gained a lot of knowledge from the philosophy and science method course 
this semester, which is also included in our argumentation analysis and 
discussion. In our interpretation of the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion 
we take a closer look into what we believe are the three main arguments of the 
text. In doing so we focus on looking at the different methods, such as the 
identification of fallacies and argument analysis.  We also study the main 
themes and issues introduced in the book such as formulation of knowledge, the 
role of observation and experience, and religion in relation to historical and 
social organizations in which those were produced. 
Text and Sign is our other main dimension, as we are dealing with a text. In 
order to complete our analysis we have decided to go into depth with the 
structure of the text and its impact in the argumentation. We will take a look into 
the form of the text by exploring the values of the dramatic dialogue and its 
relation to the rhetoric. In order to do this we will use different Text and Sign 
methods, such as discourse analysis, which we learned during the last semester 
course. These methods will allow us to get a deeper knowledge of the text and 
take a first critical stand towards it by creating interconnections between form, 
meaning function and understanding.  
!
!
!
!
!
!
! *+!
!
!
!
!
!
Theory & Methods 
 
Theories 
When engaging in research and the analysis of the Dialogues we focus 
upon  theories in the fields of argumentation, discourse and rhetoric. The aim of 
using these theories is to expose the power relations and how the arguments 
contribute to establish these. Our theoretical foundation will therefore depart 
from argumentation theory and practical discourse, which in this case is spoken 
interaction in the form of a dialogue.  
Argumentation theory is relevant to this project as our main source is a dialogue 
between three different characters with different point of views and how they 
aim to convince one another that their arguments are the ones closest to the 
truth.!
Furthermore this allows us to interpret Hume’s intentions with the three 
characters and what kind of problematics he wishes to expose. The essential 
within argumentation theory is how one is able to win an argument on the basis 
of fallacies, expert reference and manipulation. With this theory we will see the 
validity of the three main arguments and how they try to affect one another on 
these foundations. It is important to keep in mind that a valid argument does not 
necessarily mean winning the argument, as an invalid argument can still be 
persuasive.  
 
! **!
Discourse analysis can be used on the Dialogues to unravel the social structure 
and power relations through linguistics and rhetorical methods. The discourse 
analysis has been produced on the basis of Fairclough´s Analysing Discourse: 
Textual analysis for social research for Social Research, which will provide us 
with a platform to work with the language and setting. This contributes to 
creating a foundation from which we understand and examine the historic 
context, problematics, the hierarchy and power relations.    
Methodology 
In the following chapter, the methods of how we approach the analysis of 
Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion are explained. Firstly we put 
on our historical glasses in order to shed a light on the structures of  society 
before, during, and after Hume’s time. We want to see how his writings were 
influenced by the society of his time. We then focus on studying the 
structure  and the form of the text by taking a look at it, as a piece of literature 
and rhetoric. Our reading of the text will be extended into a broader perspective 
of Hume and his philosophical theories. Engaging and interpreting these theories 
critically, especially the ones concerning natural religion, in coherence with our 
fundamental perception of the text, will give us an understanding of Hume’s 
intentions. This enables us to see how his theories are outlined in the story 
through three essential arguments presented through three characters. 
When studying the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion we decide to 
initially explore the different layers of knowledge, which the text provides. We 
want to study the text itself and focus on time: when was it written? Space: 
where was it written? And author: who wrote it? Answering these questions give 
us not only a basic knowledge of the text, but also of the historical and cultural 
context it was produced upon as well as the author and his principles. In order to 
get this inside of the text, we use source criticism as a tool for evaluating the 
information provided from our source. By using this method we want to focus 
into what we can gain from the text historically, culturally and socially. And as a 
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narrative source what type of connections can we find. This allows for a critical 
approach on the text, as well as beginning the process of doing an interpretative 
reading by making connections between the text, the author and its time; while 
also building a framework for our analysis. 
After studying the context of which the text was produced, we focus into taking 
a look at it as a piece of literature by focusing on studying its structure and form. 
Since the text is constructed as a dramatic dialogue it becomes apparent that we 
need to look into the different values and roles of this literary form, by also 
taking into account the settings. In order to analyze the structure of the text we 
use discourse analysis as a method. 
 
We take a look into the different aspects of the Dialogues’ main function of the 
interaction - its macro function, its register, genre, purpose and how these are 
reflected in the structure of the text. We also study the role relationships of the 
different actors of the text to look at how the three different characters are 
characterized, their positions and the relations between discourse and 
interaction. Identifying the different subject positions allow us to see how the 
text develops, more precisely how the actors evolve and sometimes re-constitute 
the subject at the moment of their assumption. By this we manage to identify the 
different discourses present within the text.  
Norman Fairclough describes that a discourse can be thought of “as 
representing some particular of the world and representing it from a particular 
perspective” (Fairclough 2003:95). It is important to notice that discourses are 
linked to ideologies. This process send us to look for the main themes of the text 
and the different angles. Following the methodology of discourse analysis we 
then divide the text into different parts. 
Once we divide the text we identify the three main arguments and characters 
that represent them: Cleanthes and the argument from design, Demea and a 
priori argumentation, Philo and the problem of evil. It is important to note that 
! *#!
arguments in general can be quite complex, hard to unravel and have a historical 
importance (Fisher 2004:4). When studying an argument it is crucial to be able 
to define it and understand it, as Fisher points out in relation to the attention on 
reasoning: 
(…) arguing a case consists in giving grounds or reasons for 
conclusions, and the reasons put forward in order to support, justify, 
establish, prove or demonstrate the conclusion (16). 
Taking these factors into account when analyzing the arguments; we need to be 
able to identify the different aspects that compose them and the reasoning used 
to reach the different conclusions. We take a look into different argumentative 
tools like the use of fallacies, which can be effective in certain cases, as 
rhetorical ploys and tools of persuasions. Fallacies are mistakes in reasoning in 
which inappropriate connections are made, but they are as well arguments. As 
Bowell and Kemp point out: 
Fallacies are arguments in the sense that fits our definition of a set of 
propositions, some of which are premises, one of which is a conclusion, 
the latter intended to follow from the former (Bowell and Kemp 
2009:203). 
 
There are different kinds of fallacies, but most of them fall into two types either 
formal fallacy: failures of logical connection, or substantive fallacy: mistaken 
connections involving general unjustified assumptions. We furthermore explore 
a particular type of fallacy - the fallacy of weak analogy. This is due to one of 
the main arguments, the one of Cleanthes, which is mainly constituted by 
analogies. As Simon Blackburn writes; an argument by analogy demands some 
conditions, the bases of it needs to be extremely similar and we should have as 
much experience possible to understand the cause that produces the effect 
(Blackburn 1999:165). A fallacy of weak analogy occurs when an inference is 
based on a false assumption, so if two things are similar in one aspect then they 
! *$!
are similar in all aspects. Identifying different fallacies throughout the 
arguments allow us to break them down and gain a deeper understanding of how 
the text progresses.  
!
Through the use of different methods such as source criticism, discourse 
analysis and argumentation methods we manage to analyze and gain an 
understanding of Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, as well Hume as an 
author and a philosopher and the context of the time that the text was written in. 
It is important to notice that we chose not to include the work of other’s scholar 
during our analysis, as we did not want our interpretation of the text to be 
tainted by previous analysis and  therefore simply focus on the full grasp of the 
text and the content itself.!
!
Course in Research and Methodology 
Throughout the semester our project changed as we gained further knowledge of 
the subject and our primary source material, and with the aid of the tools offered 
to us during the Course in Research and Methodology. The process of working 
methodologically has been of great help, not only for our work during this 
semester, but also on the influence and aid it will provide for the remainder of 
our education. The course in method has allowed us to gain a greater 
understanding of the possibilities and limitations we can find when working in 
the field of the humanities, especially concerning methodological choices. 
In more general aspects, although most of the courses were well structured and 
managed to organize time well, they felt too long and by the end of the 
day  generally interest was running low. Although the literature for most of the 
courses was interesting, some texts were harder to grasp than others and some 
were too long. A recurring issue was that the quantity of texts, which we had to 
read for the courses was too large and sometimes between project work and the 
lectures it was difficult to complete them entirely. On the other hand we felt that 
! *%!
this course, in comparison to the one on project technique, was more concrete 
and easy to grasp. Especially because of the workshops within the different 
courses. The workshops were very useful and allowed us to get a concrete idea 
and examples on how to work with the different methods presented.  
By working with different methodologies used in the field of humanities we 
gained skills on how to make a more concrete and appropriate methodology 
selections when working on a project. We learned the advantages and the 
difficulties that can rise when using certain types of methods, which gave us the 
ability to reflect critically upon different methodological problems. Learning 
about research and methodology in the field of humanities gave us an idea on 
how knowledge can be created and how to research and work with empirical 
data to justify and complement. It is fundamental when working within a project 
to be able to find support in different methods and find tools on how to organize 
and explore the information created. Gaining all these tools is essential and 
allows us a further understanding of the subject studied. It is also important to be 
able to reflect upon the challenges that can be raised when dealing with the 
empirical material used, either texts, interview etc. The different texts allow us 
to gain conscience on the different issues that can be found within it. 
 
When it comes to our project it is important to make a point on the difficulties 
and advantages that the methods chosen brought on. The disposition of our 
project and primary source placed a focus on the use of purely qualitative 
methods. Qualitative methods focus on processes and creating meaning, as they 
are of an interpretative nature. They belong to an inter- trans- disciplinary field 
that allows a variety of different types of analysis within the same case. In our 
analysis of the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion  they permit us not only 
to practice a textual analysis (in which the text is been seen as self-contained), 
but also to take a social studies position in which we read the text in terms of its 
location within a historical moment. Qualitative Methods permit us to have a 
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further and more complete understanding of the text by allowing us to expand 
our analysis into different fields. The use of qualitative methods also comes with 
some issues, which are important to consider. One of the main issues is the 
problem of validity since it is in fact a very subjective approach. Our 
interpretation of the text is in fact shaped by our prejudice and our prior 
understanding. 
!
A Historical Perspective on David Hume  
The Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, written by David Hume in the mid 
1750’s and published in  1779, are reflections of the society and time they were 
produced in. The following chapter will focus on the general beliefs, 
philosophical and religious aspects of the 18th century, as well as on David 
Hume as a person and philosopher.   
 
The Enlightenment 
The age of Enlightenment refers to the historical era of 18th century Europe and 
its development of philosophical thinking. With it followed an intellectual 
movement, which contributed to the expansion of knowledge and changed the 
structure of the continent’s social and religious system. 
The Enlightenment came to be as a result of a movement against the past’s 
doubtful traditions and tyranny, as seen in the Dark Ages (Martin Frost ( 2006)). 
The many religious wars from the Renaissance period and onwards had 
contributed to a higher doubt in God, and the philosophers of the 18th century 
therefore tried to look inside the mind of God. The philosophy of the 
enlightenment had a great interest in the matters of knowledge, science, nature 
and the divine and to which extent they were connected. These are in fact the 
key elements discussed in David Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion.  
! *'!
The Age of Reason was the time prior to the Enlightenment, and it was here the 
new thoughts and modern philosophy had its beginning. A key philosopher of 
this time, Rene Descartes, used scepticism as a tool in relation to epistemology 
and dwelled on the connection between nature and knowledge. He and many 
other contemporary philosophers were inspired by the minds of Pascal and 
Galileo, as they too found an interest in the order of nature and started 
questioning how we could know things and where it came from (Martin Frost ( 
2006)).  
The idea of God and nature as one came to grow and became a central concept 
in the philosophy of the Enlightenment, where it would affect the works of 
physicist to politicians. It was no longer enough to accept the state of the world, 
but now people wanted to know why it was, as it was and how it came to be. 
This also contributed to the great expansion of interest in science, which lead to 
new and controversial scientific discoveries. The scientific revolution became a 
response to the dominant factor of church and state, as the scientific evidences 
contradicted many of the Church’s statements. This also affected the 
Enlightenment’s philosophy, as people started to question religion and God in 
total. 
 
The Scientific Revolution 
One of the first to publicly contradict the knowledge constructed on biblical 
terms with his reinterpretation of the cosmic constellations was Renaissance 
man Copernicus. By using the method of observation and interpretation, 
Copernicus differed from the Church’s reasoning, as he based his knowledge on 
experiment (Fitzpatrick, Jones, Knell Wolf & McCalman 2004:234). The 
heliocentric system Copernicus presented was very controversial, as it 
disclaimed the Aristotelian cosmos, which the Church aligned with. Galileo 
added doubt to the Church when he invented the telescope in 1610, with which 
he discovered lunar surfaces, planet rotation and several moons of Jupiter 
! *(!
(Christian Answers Network(2013)). His discoveries furthered the acceptability 
of the Copernican cosmos and therefore became a threat to the power force of 
the Church. Despite the Church’s denial of his discoveries and accusations, 
Galileo defended his evidence, which in the end resulted in house arrest for the 
remainder of his life (Al Van Heiden (2013)). Galileo’s imprisonment did not 
comprehend the fact that the Aristotle science was losing its monopoly and with 
the Reformation of the Catholic Church it became challenged to maintain its 
control. The new ideas and knowledge made the fundament for the church even 
more doubtful and made the people think to which extent they should submit to 
its governing (Christian Answers Network(2013)). 
 
This devolvement led to the idea of a secular society, which aspired when 
natural philosophical debates became a bigger part of the public arena and 
thereby became accessible to more people. The experimental method of 
Copernicus and Galileo also won way and became more integrated in the 
practice and theory of natural philosophy and became one of the ground 
concepts for Enlightenment thinkers.  
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On this foundation, thinkers of the Enlightenment started to question “the 
traditional ‘sacred’ history based on The Old Testament, and many thinkers 
rejected the Christian doctrine of innate sinfulness as unscientific” (Hyland, 
Gomez & Greensides 2003:4). Some of the successors of the scientific 
revolution during the Enlightenment were philosophers such as Voltaire, who 
questioned the church; Charles de Montesquieu, who questioned the absolute 
monarchy and sought to divide the legislative, executive and judicial power and 
at last; Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who believed that humans were best off in their 
natural state and that civilization and society destroyed them. These thoughts, 
among others, were stepping stones for new thoughts concerning religion, 
politics and philosophy (Tore Daa Funder (2006)).  !
!
Science and Religion 
The Enlightenment is often thought of as a critical period in relation to religion, 
but it was more so a critique of various its features such as superstition, 
fanaticism and supernaturalism (William Bristol (2010)) . The goals of the 
Enlightenment were simply to enlighten people, but within piety, as there was 
no need to overthrow religion itself (Porter & Teich 1981:6).  The Church was 
seen as an obstacle for new knowledge and critical enlightenment. This point is 
reflected in Hume’s character Philo, who is extremely critical of established 
religious systems, but is still a believer. Before the 18th century the Monarchs in 
most of Europe had traditionally regarded as their sacred duty to promote 
religious uniformity and this was achieved in brutal, yet legal ways (63). 
!
Throughout Europe a variety of philosophers had started to question Christianity 
and the Church, and therefore the Church and clergies were commonly seen as 
self-serving and corrupt (Hyland, Gomez & Greensides, 2003:59). Such 
philosophers were Baron d´Holbach and Edward Gibbon, who claimed that 
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religion accounted for most of the needless cruelties and sufferings of humans 
and saw practices and beliefs as painful and useless to mankind (59). 
It was not only the criticism of religion that played a huge role during the 
Enlightenment, also Atheism, irreligion, scepticism and deism were attacked 
(60). Bishop and philosopher George Berkeley criticized sceptics and irreligion 
in his Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge and the 
philosophy of Optimism was popularized by Gottfried Leibniz’s pupil Christian 
Wolff, who both saw Christianity in agreement with the scientific reasoning 
(60). John Locke tried through the use of reason to validate the existence of God 
and the truth of the Bible and Isaac Newton’s discovery of gravitation seemed to 
support the belief of the Supreme Being and his attributes concerning the laws 
of the nature (60).  However, these thoughts and findings also led to the 
repudiation of traditional Christian teachings by other Enlightenment 
philosophers.  They tried to rationalize Christianity and the English academic 
Matthew Tindal reduced the Bible to being an old story corrupted by priests 
(60).  This point of view points towards deism, which was a way of looking 
more simply and rationally at religion and was among others supported by 
Voltaire (61). It can be said that the character Cleanthes adopts this vision as he 
states that there is nothing more genuine than deism. 
 
It is obvious to see that even though religion was of huge debate during the 
Enlightenment, it was not as much the belief in a Supreme Being that was being 
questioned. It was more so the reasoning of the divine and the strict role religion 
and the Church played in society that was doubted. Compared to other 
Enlightenment thinkers, David Hume had a much more profound critique of 
religion. He did not only criticise Christianity and what the scriptures claim to 
verify, but also all forms of deism and natural religion (61).  He based his 
philosophy on causation where the relationship between cause and effect was 
only achieved by observation and experience (61). These views are present in 
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his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion in which the relation of cause and 
effect are a key subject in the three characters’ arguments. The themes of 
observation and experience are central in building Cleanthes’ argument from 
design and its critique by Philo.  This caused a lot of uproar among 
philosophers, as the general thought during the Enlightenment was to improve 
the freedom of expression. Especially concerning religious opinion, but even 
scholars of atheism and materialism, such as Baron d’Holbach, feared the social 
consequences of the propagation of irreligion(62).  
Despite the fear of the state, many of the philosophers and writers of the 
Enlightenment wrote critical works, which people could access. This lead to a 
broad, church controlled, censorship and ban of journals, newspapers and books 
throughout Europe. The church had previously maintained a certain order, but as 
time had gone by and both science and technology had evolved, it became more 
difficult to withhold every kind of critical work towards the Church. Especially 
the invention of the printing press contributed to conveying the enlightened 
ideas to a broader audience.  
 
The Scottish Enlightenment 
The Enlightenment movement evolved differently throughout Europe and in 
England and Scotland the primary focus was on history and social science in 
relation to deism and liberalism (Den Store Danske, Gyldendals åbne 
Encyklopædi (1990)) 
Scotland in the 1760’s had become a place of international importance in the 
academic world, as the country’s universities had employed some of the best 
professors. Glasgow and Edinburgh became centres for learning and gaining 
knowledge, and Edinburgh achieved a status of an elite cultural city with its 
offerings of theatre, salons, law courts and churches (Porter & Teich 1981:19).  
The University of Edinburgh was a front-runner, as it was less old-fashioned and 
more angled towards gaining young men’s attention and teaching them useful 
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knowledge within the formalities of liberal accomplishments (19). These 
concepts appealed to the rest of Europe and by the mid 18th century the Scottish 
works had spread to France, Italy and even America. 
A writer of great importance in this relation was David Hume, who represented 
the Scottish approach to the Enlightenment through his work The Science of 
Man (20). Here he represented his scientific and secular spirit, which dwelled on 
the matter of helping men and women lead a happier and more useful life within 
the complex structure of a commercial society. 
 
David Hume 
David Hume was born on the 26th of April 1711 in Edinburgh, Scotland. He and 
his siblings, an elder brother and sister, were raised by their mother alone, as 
their father died while he was still an infant. Despite being an offspring of two 
respectable Scottish families, his mother was the daughter of the Lord President 
of the Court of Session and his father was of the aristocratic Home or Hume 
family of Scotland, he did not grow up in luxury.  
Later on he came to experience the joyful wealthy life, but according to his last 
essay written on his deathbed, he“was seized very early with a passion for 
literature, which has been the ruling passion of my life, and the great source of 
my enjoyments” (37). Recognizing that his fortune would not last long, Hume 
decided to enter “a more active scene of life” (38), which involved new job 
opportunities in the field of trading. A scene that immediately turned out to be 
quite unsuitable for his temper, thus a few months later he set off to France in 
order“to make a very rigid frugality supply my deficiency of fortune, to maintain 
unimpaired my independency, and to regard every object as contemptible, 
except the improvement of my talents in literature” (38).  
 
In a period of three years, mainly stationed in La Flèche in Anjou, Hume 
developed and wrote one of his greatest works Treatise of Human Nature. For 
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which in 1737 he returned to London for its publication. The Treatise appeared 
in three volumes during 1739-40 (Radcliff 2000:3), but as he proclaimed “it fell 
dead-born from the press, without reaching such distinction, as even to excite a 
murmur among the zealots.” (Hartnack & Sløk 1966:38). Fortunately for Hume, 
he was blessed with a kind and cheerful mind that led him to continue his 
writings, and in 1741-42 he published a pair of essays on morals and politics, 
which contrary to the Treatise, received great acknowledgement amongst the 
public (Radcliff 2000:3). With great confidence from his latest publications, 
Hume applied for the vacant position as chair of moral philosophy at Edinburgh 
University, but the scepticism and atheism presented in the Treatise obstructed 
this opportunity. In 1745 he becomes a tutor of the young and furious Marquis 
of Annandale, a job that he occupied for a year until he accepted the offer of 
General James St. Clair to become his secretary. He came to serve a few years 
under the General were he “wore the uniform of an officer, and was introduced 
at these courts as aid-de-camp to the general, along with Sir Harry Erskine and 
Captain Grant” (Hartnack & Sløk 1966:39), as he describes in his essay My 
Own Life. Despite the two years interruption in his studies, he still managed to 
rework the Treatise as he explains: 
I had always entertained a notion, that my want of success in publishing 
the Treatise of Human Nature, had proceeded more from the manner than 
the matter, and that I had been guilty of a very usual indiscretion, in 
going to the press too early (Hartnack & Sløk 1966:39).  
 
The revised edition of the Treatise was divided into two enquiries. The first one, 
the Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding appeared in 1748 and received 
an equally bad publicity as the Treatise. The Enquiry Concerning the Principles 
of Morals came in 1751 and  also brought dissatisfaction to Hume:  
My Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals;in my own opinion (who 
ought not to judge on that subject), is of all my writings, historical, 
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philosophical, or literary, incomparably the best. It came unnoticed and 
unobserved into the world (Hartnack & Sløk 1966:39).  
 
Unlike the Enquiries, Hume’s philosophical essays on morals and politics were 
received with great success, among others his Political Discourses from 1752. 
Hume was selected as Librarian of the Advocates’ Library in Edinburgh in the 
same year and though the salary was not among the highest, the library 
supported him with a field of sources, which led him continue his writings. 
During the interval of 1754-62 Hume wrote and published the History of 
England, which appeared in six volumes. Later on he explained in My Own Life, 
how the bad reception of the first edition almost knocked him out and had it not 
been for the war against France he would have pulled the plug and sought 
shelter in France under a different name. Instead he gained confidence, once 
again, and alongside his History of England he wrote and published Four 
Dissertations, which was published in 1757 and included the Natural History of 
Religion. At that point of time he had already placed the last sentence in 
Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, but was advised not to publish it, as it 
entailed significant positions of scepticism and atheism. These positions were 
regarded as the highest form of heresy and the publication was therefore to be 
posthumous (Bay & Bundegaard 1996:12).  
Despite his determination to settle down in his motherland once and for all, 
Hume decided to leave Scotland yet again in 1763, at the age of 50, when he 
was appointed secretary to the British Embassy in Paris. During his three years 
in France Hume met Comtesse de Boufflers, a married woman, who he fell in 
love with, even though he does not mention her in his last essay My Own Life. 
Returning to Edinburgh in 1766 Hume was once again interrupted in his 
philosophical contemplation, when he accepted to become undersecretary of the 
state in London. However he resigned just a few years after and was eventually 
in a position to settle down.  
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In 1775 Hume became seriously ill and on the 25th of August 1776 the illness 
led to his death. Anxious about the publication of his Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion Hume took his lasts months to revise it once again and wrote 
to his good friend Adam Smith “On revising them (which I have not done these 
fifteen years) I find that nothing can be more cautiously and more artfully 
written” (Bay & Bundegaard 1996:14). Hume had hoped that Smith would 
ensure the publication after his death, however Smith chose not to, presumably 
afraid of the consequences. Instead he published Hume’s My Own Life, which 
was received with contempt and outrage from pietists and the Church (Bay & 
Bundegaard 1996:14). The Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion nevertheless 
saw the light of day when Hume’s nephew ensured the publication in 1779. 
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Following the Enlightenment 
Europe came across a new era and mindset as the 19th century approached. 
Lasting from about 1775 to 1830, the Romantic period was in many ways a 
reaction to the Enlightenment’s stiff rationality (Blackburn 2005: 320).  One of 
the great differences was how the Enlightenment appealed mostly to the elite of 
society, whereas Romanticism appealed to all layers of society (Tore Daa 
Funder (2006)) . The essential focus was  the emotions and imagination of the 
humans, and Rousseau’s thoughts on nature and sentiments above civilization 
and intellect were very influential (Blackburn 2005: 320).  On the basis of the 
problematic of the Enlightenment concerning God and religion, the Church 
continued to be a debatable subject, as the concern of its legitimacy and God in 
a biblical sense had become less dominant in society. (Tore Daa Funder (2006)). 
Voltaire had throughout the Enlightenment condemned Christianity in total and 
cultivated the idea that one self can choose to believe in whatever one may. This 
approach to religion had won its way during the Romantics and people therefore 
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started to put their faith in ideological movements rather than a deity. (Tore Daa 
Funder (2006)). 
Voltaire’s innovative ideas also inspired the Romantic authors and poets, to 
which Lord Byron was one of the leading figures. Compared to the 
Enlightenment ideals of clarity and reasoning, Romanticism was marked by 
individuality and visions of liberation. Lord Byron was the one, who became the 
essence of romantic thinking and the pursuit of being uncompromising (Tore 
Daa Funder (2006)). Besides emotions and individuality, Romanticism also 
contributed to the growing nationalism, which was helped greatly by the 
Napoleonic Wars. This was a time when one’s mother country became 
significant, and the ideals of the nation were central (Tore Daa Funder 
(2006)).        
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The Structure and Form of the Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion 
This chapter will take a look at the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion as a 
literary piece by studying its form and structure. As the piece is a dramatic 
dialogue we will touch upon the values of this form. We will furthermore begin 
a more critical approach towards the text by looking into the different characters 
and the nature of their interaction using discourse analysis methods.  
The word dialogue can be understood on the premises of two things; a literary 
device and a performative form. It is understood as either a written or a spoken 
interaction between two or more people (BookRags Media Network (2001-
2013)). In our modern society it is most common to think of the term as a social 
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device, where compromises and clear formulations take place. It has its 
historical origin, as a philosophical narrative device particularly in rhetoric 
(Hume 2008:1). This dialogue can be perceived as an informal way of encounter 
since several people are engaged in the conversation. The Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion is an interaction based on the premises of an academic 
purpose. The Dialogues shifts from a more casual form when discussing the 
educational choices made by Cleanthes, to a much more complex discussion on 
the topic concerning natural religion. In the process of working with a dialogue 
it is useful to establish the form and structure of it, by looking at the different 
components and what the hidden motivations for the participants are. Hume 
initially introduces four characters, the three of them engaging in the dialogue 
and Pamphilus as the observing pupil, who transcripts the conversation. The 
dialogue is divided into twelve parts, each one introducing new arguments 
concerning the matter of religion, more specifically natural religion.The 
dialogue is a product of a certain academic group of actors, who are portrayed 
through the use of language and metaphors that create the premises from which 
these arguments derive from.    
These characters are created on the behalf of Hume and each one  is  presumably 
a representation of contemporary ideas and feelings towards religion and the 
issue concerning God’s nature. Demea represents an orthodox position by 
defending conservative  beliefs, Philo is  the sceptic and Cleanthes is the 
empirical theist (2). In the version of the Dialogues from Jonathan Bennett prior 
to the dialogue, we are presented with a short account in the form of a Letter 
from Pamphilus to Hermippus. Pamphilus uses the last few lines of the letter 
after the transcription of the dialogue to address and emphasize how being the 
spectator to the dialogue has made an impact on him:.”(...) as nothing ever made 
a greater impression on me than all the reasonings of that day” (62). He 
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additionally states his own opinion on whom he believes is most accurate in 
their reasoning.  
We are presented with the advantages and disadvantages of using dialogues to 
discuss and present philosophical arguments. It is noted that in ancient 
philosophy this was a main way of teaching, and in recent times the dialogue has 
not been used as much as a tool of teaching the subject (1). It is emphasized that 
in modern philosophy the focus is to be clear and precise when producing ones 
arguments. The aim of using a dialectic form is to break down the barrier 
between the reader and the author (1). Using a dialogue to describe 
philosophical ideas, gives us the option of exploring opposing views on the 
subject matter and the opportunity to get acquainted with the characters. The 
disadvantages might, when using a dialogue, is the amount of speaking time, as 
every participant is not granted the same amount of time to elaborate on their 
ideas. Also when engaging in a dialogue the subject under investigation may 
shift because the flow of participants and their opposing views might create 
further subjects, which they go into depth with (1).  
Before moving into the dialogue Pamphilus establish his position and credibility 
to the reader. He is engaged in trying to give the reader as an objective account 
as possible of the conversation he is transcribing, but also lays the ground of his 
beliefs  when stating that he is the pupil of Cleanthes, which thereby determines 
where his background knowledge has been derived from. Pamphilus as the 
narrator aims to capture the atmosphere and setting of the natural spoken 
interaction through short descriptions of the reactions, interruptions and 
assertions of the participants , for example: “ said Philo, pouncing with an air of 
triumph...” (24), “insisted, Philo”(24). These small notes supplies the reader 
with a more vivid picture of the characters through the course of the dialogue. 
Also by describing certain actions such as Demea’s departure at the end of Part 
XI we get a sense of  how the situation and the emotions of the characters 
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evolve throughout the dialogue.  Pamphilus also takes on the role of 
pronouncing a “winner” of the discussion. Philo has prior to this declared 
himself the winner by stating that scepticism is the best position that a Christian 
can take towards religion. Pamphilus contributes with his own opinion, as he 
concludes that Philo’s arguments and ideas are more accurate than those of 
Demea’s, although he announces that he believes his teacher’s approach and 
argumentation are the ones that comes closest to what he believes is the truth 
(62).               
The field of discourse analysis see discourses as  qualitative outlets, which 
enables one to investigate the power structures. It is therefore insightful to 
unravel the intentions and the use of discourses as tools in the act of an 
interaction. The language and structure of the dialogue are based on Cleanthes 
and Philo being the dominant figures of the dialogue, where the role of Philo is 
to be controversial and provocative. Each character is assigned a role and an 
argument from which they depart their opinions.  
The dialogue unfolds by discussing Cleanthes’ approach to teaching and leads 
on to the questions concerning natural religion. Climax is reached when Demea 
is so offended that he storms out. The premises of which the characters interact 
are marked by interruptions, ultimatums, or direct questions to the 
argumentation of a participant. These elements contribute to establish the 
relationship between the different actors in the Dialogues while at the same time 
allowing the reader to see how active they are in the discussion. 
The participation of Demea seems somewhat restricted in comparison to the 
other two. Demea dismisses the arguments, as he does not wish to approve of 
the attitude by the others to obtaining knowledge, because God is above us we 
should not try to understand his powers by using our reasoning. The Dialogues 
evolves on the premises of God and the material world, which leads to a 
limitation of the orthodox character Demea.  Although at moments he takes his 
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time to explain his point of view, most of his participation is restricted to asking 
questions and specifications for the arguments proposed by others.  
Cleanthes and Philo can be considered as the two main interactors of the 
Dialogues. Cleanthes plays a very active role, if not to share his views then to 
defend and expand on the thoughts behind his argument, which undergoes heavy 
criticism from the two other characters. He is a clear opposition to Demea, as he 
defends the notion of God having human attributes. It can be noted that his main 
opponent is Philo, as he is constantly trying to break down his argument by 
proving it weak. In fact it can be said that Philo is the most active participant of 
this Dialogues, as he engages in long monologues. Philo’s role for most of the 
Dialogues focuses  counter arguing and demolishing the others opinions, it is 
not until part X that he begins to introduce his own argument and theory about 
God and ends by proclaiming himself the winner of the discussion.  
It can be said that by adopting these positions throughout the dialogue around 
the persona of Philo a power position is constructed, as he is the main opponent 
of the two other characters. As Cleanthes notices in Part X: “Now I see that all 
along you were preparing to train your guns on me” (44). Furthermore his 
opposition to Demea is seen in Part XI as he “didn’t  like the last part of what he 
said; soon after that he made some excuse or other to leave the group” (53). 
The aim of investigating the dialogue on a linguistic level has been to create a 
foundation, from which to engage with the three core arguments. This has 
supplied us with an amount of knowledge, which enables us to establish who 
these actors are, which approaches and what kind of tools they use in their 
argumentation.  
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Analysis of the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion  
In this chapter we will introduce our analysis of Hume’s Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion. Our interpretation of the text is constructed around what we 
consider to be the three main arguments presented throughout the Dialogues. 
The analysis of these arguments is accompanied by the study of the three 
characters associated with them. Firstly Demea and the a priori argument, 
secondly Cleanthes and the argument from design, and finally Philo and the 
problem of evil.!
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Demea, a priori and the First Cause 
Demea represents the rigid inflexible orthodox Christian (Hume 2007:2) who 
does not find any reason to question the existence of God, whom he conceives 
as a perfect and incomprehensible being. On the subject of God’s nature, only a 
priori arguments can prove the divinity and supremacy of God. This is why he 
opposes the way in which Cleanthes bases knowledge about God’s nature on a 
posteriori arguments.  
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A prior 
A priori is by definition a certain proposition that is or can be known without 
any specific experience of the world. In other words, experience concerning the 
order and concepts involved in an a priori proposition is allowed as long as it 
does not serve or affect the proposition. A priori proposition differs from a 
posteriori proposition, which only allows knowledge through experience and 
therefore can never be a priori. Epistemologists have been struggling with this 
distinction or rather the category of a priori as it seems quite difficult, almost 
obscure to obtain any knowledge, acquired from pure thought and unaffected of 
any experience. Also, empiricists have denied the possibility of any a priori, 
even in the areas of logic and mathematics, for two good reasons: first, these 
areas cannot be recognized as actual physical knowledge, and secondly, the 
knowledge we hold in the specific areas is obtained through experience. By that, 
one could argue that a priori propositions cannot form any ground for 
knowledge, but are rather a set of presumptions or beliefs like those we obtain 
about time, space, substance, the self or God. Furthermore one could extend the 
objection of a priori, by asserting that this form of propositions are actually a 
matter of notions or language conventions, than anything of real knowledge 
(Blackburn 2005:20). 
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Human Frailty and the Supremacy of God 
Demea is from the beginning of the dialogue emphasizing on the uncertainty 
and eternal controversies of all human knowledge, which are caused by the 
frailty of human reason. Humans are weak, blind and finite, while God is 
everything we are not, an infinite perfect being (Hume 2007:9). Demea is 
demonstrating his inflexibility and orthodox belief in regard to the sacred 
subject of God. He is unreceptive to every theory that builds its foundation on 
the basis of experience and observation, as we possess none of the Divine and 
Supreme’s nature or mind “which eye has not seen, ear has not heard, neither 
has it entered into the heart of man to conceive” (9). God is not to be compared 
with a human corporeal body nor with a mind of ideas, God is rather an 
unimaginable spirit that is within everything. God is everything and still 
completely incomprehensible. As we have neither experience nor any real 
understanding of God, we must therefore understand and establish the concept 
of God with a priori proofs. All other philosophical approaches would lead the 
way for atheism and only limit our understanding on the subject. Furthermore 
Demea is against any kind of comparison between human design and God’s 
work, as it weakens God’s capacity and supremacy. Ascribing God with human 
intellect and understanding would be obscure, because human reason is frail and 
uncertain. In addition, sentiments of human mind like gratitude, resentment, 
love and pity have connection to human activities and occasions (19). To believe 
that the Divine Being should hold and be moved by these notions would 
therefore be abstruse. Besides, every idea or thought we have, can be 
contradicted and is fluid (false and deceptive), why no such perfect being can 
resemble these sentiments. Nor in the matter of thinking can we make a 
resemblance between God and humans. Our thoughts are “fluctuating, 
uncertain, fleeting, successive, and compounded” (19), but if we were to stick 
with these notions on God, we would have to admit that they would lose all their 
meanings as God’s attributes are incomprehensible. 
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The best way to worship God is not trying to understand his nature, but by 
recognizing that he is unchangeable and unreachable (20). Anthropomorphism is 
just another way to weaken God. Where the human mind is in constant flux, 
opinions, ideas or feelings for that sake, leads the way for new idea and 
thoughts. God’s mind, if that is what we call it, is unchangeable and in that way 
more simple in opposition to humans. 
The more uncertainty we bring towards God, the less trust and confidence can 
we put in the divinity. To build our trust on such an uncertain understanding 
would be to build it on a shaky foundation. How can we worship or devote 
anything to God, if we are unsure if there is one God or many, if God is good or 
bad, perfect or imperfect? Demea emphasizes on how the theory of religion 
would become useless and impractical, as the point of believing would 
disappear (27). Where and from whom should we seek help in misery, if God is 
suddenly imperfect and bad? 
Nor the analogy between vegetation and generation and the universe presented 
by Philo seems to fit Demea. He requires data for establishing that kind of 
analogy. Otherwise it is too inefficient, as the difference between the world and 
a plant or an animal is too big. 
First Cause 
The difficulties of proving and understanding God’s nature with a posteriori 
argument is obvious and this leads the way for Demea to emphasize once more 
on the a priori argument.  It offers what Demea refers to as an “infallible knock-
down proof” (Hume 2007:38), that is, an argument that can prove God’s 
infinity, perfection and simplicity. Demea launches an ontological argument that 
aims to prove the existence of God a priori. What he insists on is the argument 
that there is a cause behind every effect. Nothing can exist without a cause prior 
to it and a cause prior to that cause and so on. That is, nothing can produce or 
create itself. Recognizing that there is a cause behind every effect, one is able to 
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do two things; first, one can either trace the causes of the effects to an eternity or 
one can secondly, regress to a first cause, a necessary one, that does not need 
any cause prior to it.  Holding on to the first position of the infinite chain of 
cause and effect would be rather unsatisfying and leave one with a series of 
questions, also it would be quite problematic as it does not prove the existence 
of God. If agreeing that every effect (part) has a cause prior to it, then how can 
one believe that the chain of causes is not caused by anything?  The whole (all 
parts together), in this matter the universe, must therefore also have cause. The 
fact that we have this particular chain, rather than nothing, presupposes some 
kind of first mover or first cause that is external to this chain in the sense that it 
does not need a cause prior to it. That is, an ultimate cause that necessarily needs 
to exist. God is Causa Sui, the property of being independent in itself 
(Blackburn 2005:57), which is why he must be the ultimate cause. In that sense, 
God does not exist on the basis of experience with the origin of the universe, nor 
in observations of the works of nature as it is polluted, changeable and 
uncertain. We understand the concept of God as the necessary existing cause 
that if we knew God we would know that it would be impossible for God not to 
exist – that implicitly implies a priori.   
The Testimony of Mankind 
To establish further on the first cause a priori argument, Demea once again 
looks toward the weakness’ and miseries of humans. He points out that true 
religion is found within one’s consciousness of one’s own weakness and misery, 
rather than through reasoning. It is our consciousness of our frailty that leads us 
to seek protection in God. If not for religion and the all perfect God, then what 
help do we have soothing out the most stressed topic of human life - our 
miseries. Not only is it well documented through all sorts of literature, but each 
individual can also relate to the feeling of misery. Demea goes as far as to call it 
“the testimony of mankind based on sense and consciousness” (Hume 2007:41). 
He does not neglect the joys within a lifetime, but stresses how the world is 
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polluted and cursed by “need, hunger, and deprivation, fear, anxiety and 
terror” (41) and that no man can outrun any of the ills, as well as possess all the 
goods. On all the observations that have been established, Demea feels that it 
would be impossible to hold on to Cleanthes’ theory of anthropomorphism, as it 
is so obvious that we differ on such a big scale. Recognizing the controversy in 
the concept of God’s omnibenevolence, -potent and -scient, and all the evil and 
miseries in the universe; Demea once again notes that God’s ways are 
incomprehensible. The ills and evils that we most certainly feel at present, will 
eventually in the future reveal God’s all benevolence: “This world is a mere 
point in comparison with the universe; this life is a mere moment in comparison 
with eternity. The present evil phenomena, therefore, are set right in other 
regions and at some future time” (45) 
In Demea’s ongoing argument of God being incomprehensible, as well as being 
omnipotent, omnibenevolent and omniscient, he argues that we cannot ascribe 
God any sentiments nor any attributes. It is no wonder that Demea is outraged 
by Cleanthes’ a posteriori arguments when he uses human sentiments and 
attributes to resemble God’s mind and creature. We ought to rest solely on 
God’s infinite perfection, by doing otherwise we undermine his superiority. 
The Self-contradictory Demea 
What is interesting is how Demea himself is unable to preserve the mystery of 
God and how he perpetually is contradicting his own arguments by granting 
God human attributes and sentiments. From the beginning one is able to 
recognize the tendency of Demea describing God in the term of “he” or “his”. 
Moreover, on page 20, he reveals some of God’s sentiments that seems more 
similar to humans’, such as love, hatred, justice and mercy. In addition, Demea 
holds knowledge about God’s attributes when he argues:  
He sees past, present, and future in a single act (…) What he is now is 
what he has always been, and always will be, without any change in what 
he thinks, feels, or does (Hume 2007:20).  
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What he is actually doing is presenting God’s attributes and sentiments to show 
the difference between “him” and humans, and thereby show that we cannot 
make any resemblance between us. The controversy lies within the argument 
itself, as it builds on the fact that God does not hold any sentiments and 
attributes like humans do. It seems as one is able to hold somewhat of an 
experience and understanding of God. Allowing that we have some kind of 
experience of him, such as established doctrines and opinions, it looks as we 
find God and the true religion through them and not through the faith of a 
Divine Being. True religion is supposed to be based on faith or a priori and not 
by reason, but the problem is that all our understanding of God is through 
experience. We only experience the reality (fear and misery) and not the 
miracles and divinity, at least the reality strikes harder. 
The Necessity of God’s Existence 
Another problem appears when approaching Demea’s a priori argument of the 
first cause based on the ontological argument (Hume 2007:38). How is it that 
God is raised above the chain of cause and effect? Why not just stop before God 
and say that the actual cause itself is the universe? Furthermore it seems as the 
premise of God as a necessarily existing being has some issues. The argument 
postulates a first cause, but the premises argue that a cause needs to have a 
precedent event (Blackburn 2005:135). Cleanthes puts it this way:  
Nothing is demonstrable unless its contrary implies a contradiction. 
Nothing that is distinctly conceivable implies a contradiction. Whatever 
we conceive as existent, we can also conceive as non-existent. So there is 
no being whose non-existence implies a contradiction. So there is no 
being whose existence is demonstrably (Hume 20007:39).  
 
In other words, the problem when trying to prove God as a necessity, as a being 
whose existence cannot not exist, is that we can never conceive a being to exist 
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because it cannot not exist. To be able to conceive a thing its contrary needs to 
entail a contradiction as Cleanthes implies. All that we can conceive as existing 
we can also conceive as non-existing, but if a thing cannot not exist then there is 
no contradiction. By that, one cannot imply that God cannot not exist, at least 
not as long as our faculties are as they are, according to Cleanthes (39). Just the 
fact that one is able to perceive God as non-existing, is proving that very fact. 
 
Demea’s Role in the Dialogue 
Demea represents the old orthodox Christian beliefs and he is by all means the 
representative of the people who wanted to preserve the status of religion and 
the Church, and foremost the perfection of God. This is part of what Hume 
wants to break with, he believed that all kinds of enquiries should be based upon 
“cautious observation of human life” and not solely on the background of 
religious belief without any kind of experience and observation (Hyland, Gomez 
& Greenside 2003:3). Demea is the one who initiates the conversation by paying 
respect to the way Cleanthes is teaching Pamphilus in the different branches of 
science and philosophy. What is worth noticing about this is how Demea 
quickly turns to his own opinion of the education of his children to encourage 
the principles of religion and piety (Hume 2007:2). He has the smallest 
participation in the dialogue, but does still posses a large role, as he is the one 
Hume wants to prove wrong.  Demea is portrayed as narrow-minded and old-
fashioned, as he will not settle for any other argument than a priori. Furthermore 
his participation in the dialogue is shown through contradiction and Demea’s 
ambiguousness towards Philo and Cleanthes in their argumentation. 
 
Throughout the dialogue Demea believes that he and Philo are aiming for the 
same goal to prove God’s incomprehensible nature. When Demea discovers that 
this is not the case, he is stunned and Cleanthes pays the comment “Has it taken 
you this long to see that?” (53). He is being undermined and portrayed as 
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ignorant. This observation makes him realize he is on his own in defending God 
and he leaves the conversation. His leaving can be seen as his defeat in this 
controversy concerning the Supreme Being.  
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Cleanthes and the Argument from Design 
The character of Cleanthes is described by Pamphilus to practice ”careful 
philosophical methods” (Hume 2007:2). The name Cleanthes is identical to that 
of a Greek philosopher, “He was a stoic philosopher and second head of the 
stoic school. He represented pantheism of stoicism, and the conception of ideal 
life as one lived in accordance with nature” (Blackburn 2008:63). Additionally 
there is a direct reference to Hume´s dialogue and the relation to the name 
Cleanthes, hence this could explain why Hume chose this name to present these 
ideas and the symbolic value, “Stoic proofs of the existence of God centered on 
versions of the argument to design”(352)     
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The main argument from Cleanthes is the argument concerning design. Taking 
root in the similarity between the human machines and the functions of the 
world, he sees the workings of the universe and the natural world as a grand 
machinery. The creations of human beings are like tiny simple versions of this 
big scheme, in fact so much that both instances must have had similar causes. 
Human beings design machines and by analogy the universe must too have been 
designed by a mind. As similar effects lead to similar causes, the creator of the 
universe must therefore resemble the human mind, which are the cause of the 
machines. The matter concerning design separates the three characters; Demea 
rejecting any resemblance between man and God and will therefore not accept 
the premises of the argument. Philo on the other hand agrees with Cleanthes’ 
argument, but differs because he does not feel that one can describe the 
attributes of God with those of humans.  
 
The premises and the discussion in the argument changes and the focus is on the 
approach rather than the argument that is under critique by Philo. By proposing 
this argument, Cleanthes starts of with what will become a large part of the 
Dialogues. Additionally the design argument is presented and accompanied by 
interruptions and interferences from Philo. Cleanthes’ argument is constituted in 
the interactions and discussions that follow the idea of design. 
 
The argument is introduced in Part II through the use of an analogy of the 
‘natural’ world or natural existence as a machine composed of several layers. 
This can be subdivided into minor particles that in turns are made of smaller 
things, which are made of even smaller things. He introduces a ‘backwards’ 
observation, which enables us to approach the analogy from the product rather 
than the designer, which initially will resemble or reveal the designer. Cleanthes 
uses the ‘natural’ world, what we can grasp of it to provide examples to 
conclude that there must be a creator on the basis of the similarities between the 
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products of human designs and the things that we make and the things that we 
do not make. Therefore the creator must in some way resemble humans in mind. 
A house or a ship are in no way alike in appearance to that of the universe, but 
by this analogy that is not of relevance. What matters are the different parts that 
both are composed of, which fits together on the tiniest scale and, when one 
steps back to view the bigger picture, it is even more intricately connected than 
initially assumed. The resulting machines of human thought and plan are so 
similar in composition to the objects not of our creation, because of this 
connectedness between parts  that the cause of these bear some resemblance to 
the cause of the former.  
The critique that Philo proposes does not degrade Cleanthes’ analogy to a mere 
conjecture as it is not the appearance, but the relation of objects that Cleanthes is 
comparing. 
!
What Knowledge can be Derived from Experience? 
Cleanthes and Philo engage in several different points when dealing with the 
argument from design. In which ways can something be explained and 
perceived as a valid or invalid argument? Is there a coherence between the 
universe and God?  
 
The first obstacle is the disagreement concerning experience and reason. They 
both agree that observation of the world is the key when explaining matters of 
fact (Hume 2007:13), but disagree as Philo believes that all knowledge must be 
gained through experience. Philo insists that Cleanthes’ way of basing an 
argument on experience is weak because “the evidence is less strong when the 
cases are less than perfectly alike”(11). Here it is clear that Philo is not willing 
to accept the argument if the cases do not have sufficient similarities since it will 
merely be a ”presumption about a similar cause” (11). Cleanthes partly agrees, 
but believes that in some cases knowledge can be gained by reason, because we 
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cannot experience everything and we can in some cases go beyond it with our 
reasoning. Furthermore Philo does see the ‘logic’ of similar causes and similar 
effects, but emphasizes the problematic with the data used and the outcome 
being incorrect if changes are made in the data. For example if  observations are 
removed from their origin and used in a new setting. Philo believes there are 
obvious problems if things are altered, and a change in size, position and age 
must be made with extreme caution. The critique of cause and effect continues: 
“Thought – what special privilege does it have that entitles it to serve as a model 
for the whole universe”(13), Philo scrutinizes and finds Cleanthes theoretical 
departing point very limited, because he is using a very small part, human 
reason, as a reference to gain knowledge of the ‘whole’.  
How can our thoughts and intelligence be the center, when this is such a minor 
thing in the universe? This would suggest that thoughts would be the original 
cause for everything in the universe. Philo is very unsatisfied with drawing 
knowledge on the basis of these connections and says that it is something we 
cannot grasp and must therefore admit that it is undefinable. We only have a 
limited source of observations available to us and the sphere is too big. 
Cleanthes finally gets to elaborate and defend his theory with the argument that 
when we meet something obviously divine, if we were to use Philo´s argument, 
we would not be able to acknowledge this since we have no experience of it and 
would instead have to attribute it some other cause that we have experience of. 
He is appealing to rationality by using imagery that one would feel compelled to 
acknowledge, as having a purpose or cause; even though it is unexplainable. He 
uses examples that appear to be undeniable and have a somewhat religious 
undertone, even though we have no previous experience of this. The image of 
the voice in the sky is Cleanthes’ frame of departure. If we were approached by 
a voice heard from the clouds and this was the voice present in all nations and 
speaking to each in their own language (16) would we not attribute this voice to 
some divine intention, in spite of not having any experience of it? Cleanthes 
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here appears to be trotting on religious ground, to convey his point he presents 
something he believes undeniable and non negotiable. He provides suppositions 
concerning nature and  other literary works to convey his message. He makes a 
hierarchy of complexity in which the likes of books are placed lower than “the 
coarsest organism” (17). If even a simple, but complex thing, as a book needs 
an intelligent cause, more complicated things must therefore need a cause.  
By his example of books, Cleanthes gives Philo an ultimatum, either 
acknowledge that books have rational cause and therefore all things are so or 
that books do not need a rational cause. Without letting Philo answer, Cleanthes 
goes on and describes different instances in the world that hold these obvious 
interconnected elements in the world, where things fitting to their purpose are 
numbered by the millions. These points leads Cleanthes to conclude that the 
unexplainable complexities and structures in nature are proof of a designer as 
the mind behind this. The world being structured to well for it not to have a 
creator as so many things are made to fit together. Philo is never allowed to 
answer Cleanthes, as it is Demea who eventually interrupts him with a question 
to this analogy. It is for once not so much regarding piety, even though he does 
mention something about the perfection of God, but a critique much like the one 
Philo has proposed numerous times. As Demea says “(...)we are guilty of the 
grossest and most narrow-centeredness, making ourselves the model of the 
whole universe(...)” (19). 
It appears that in the case of experience and reason, Cleanthes and Philo change 
positions, which is emphasized when Philo and Demea side with one another. 
For even though Demea and Philo make common ground against Cleanthes’ 
design analogy, Philo agrees with and defends Cleanthes’ use of a posteriori. 
For how can we make a truthful judgement about the world without having any 
knowledge about it? To a blind and deaf man almost any imagined possibility 
about the world is equally likely since he has no knowledge from experience. 
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When viewing a clock (13) we know by experience that it took a mind to design 
it in his head before creating it. Matter cannot come into creation by itself, it 
needs order from a mind. The discussions and smaller arguments between the 
three characters merely add on new dimensions to the design argument. 
Cleanthes slowly reveals the different layers of his argument and thoughts on 
how design and the universe can provide us with knowledge of God as 
somewhat resembling the human mind and the resulting issues of this. 
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A priori and a posteriori as Methods 
The discussion of method behind their argumentation is portrayed through their 
views and usage of a priori and a posteriori. This shows the conflict between 
the two, and how they believe knowledge should be obtained. Bennett provides 
us with two short definitions 
A priori is an argument that proceeds by sheer thinking, making no use of 
contingent facts about what the world is like. A posteriori is an argument that 
does appeal to such facts (Hume 2007:10). 
Philo and Cleanthes are both sceptical when it comes to using a priori as a form 
of argumentation. The discussion form is more of an epistemological level. 
When using a priori we are provided with no answer because two possibilities 
are equally possible, which the natural world came into existence from itself and 
that it is a result of design (12). Philo is unsatisfied with the designer being the 
cause, why stop at that cause why not look further for the cause of that cause? 
Philo here emphasizes how a priori is therefore needed. Cleanthes stops the 
discussion as he feels there is no need to doubt  everything, because then we 
could not obtain any knowledge, as one could question into eternity. He does not 
wish to take his enquiry further, as it is important for him is to establish that 
there is a creator of universe. When this is found, it is not of importance to find 
the cause of this (23). 
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Philo introduces his analogy of vegetation by implying that the world arose from 
vegetation rather than design. Stating that this is equally as possible a theory as 
that of the one of design.  Philo uses an example of a tree and its seeds to convey 
the message of the problematics of a posteriori. Emphasizing his previous point 
that it is just as likely by analogy to explain, creation by growth as well as 
design. By experience they have both been able to create new things therefore 
they provide equal explanations for the beginning of the universe. 
This creates two separate ways of explaining our existence: the first that we 
have been designed by an unknown higher power, the universe has its origin in a 
seed. According to Philo these two analogies are equally good in their ability to 
explain the origin of the world and at the same time they are equally weak as we 
are unable to go further in our explanation than this. 
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Cleanthes as an Anthropomorphist 
Cleanthes makes his analogy about the workings of the universe and the 
creations of humans leads to another conclusion. If design is the reason behind 
the creation of the universe, its ‘designer’ must have a mind similar to man. 
Cleanthes is an anthropomorphist, which is someone who believes that God and 
man have characteristics in common because of their capabilities to make things 
in their mind and thereafter turn them into reality (Hume 2007:10). 
The opinion that Philo and Demea hold is of the complete opposite, insisting 
that God is unknowable by human beings, which for Demea, is because of 
God’s infinite singularity. God exists in all things at once, unlimited by time and 
space and completely perfect and therefore unchanging (20). 
The problem with a God that is completely unknowable and unchanging is of 
two kinds: first that the totally unknown God is practically the same thing as not 
having a God. Secondly the static and unchanging mind is not really at mind at 
all (21).Nonetheless anthropomorphism does entail certain complications as 
Philo points out to Cleanthes, both a priori and a posteriori. 
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If there is a plan or design in the way an architect plans the parts of a house in 
God’s mind, where does this plan of God come from? A cause will always need 
a cause. Concluding something about the material world based on the mental, or 
reverse, answers no question about either of them as they hold the same problem 
of explaining their own first cause (21). 
 
By claiming God as an inexplicable uncaused cause, the search for causes can 
end. When one starts giving God attributes based on observations of the human 
world, the  necessity of an explanation arises. If God is a designer with faculties 
similar to the human mind, which always have causes, God too must have 
causes. 
Cleanthes counters this with the point that one cannot find causes for everything 
and that one will have to stop at some point, even the most scientifically sound 
theories are ultimately inexplicable: “I have found God, with that I stop my 
enquiry” (23). Anthropomorphism holds another problem for the nature of God, 
which Philo also points out, but this time the issue is based on certain 
presumptions. 
That God might not hold these attributes, is by itself not completely 
problematic, but it does lead to other issues regarding God’s nature if one tries 
to say something about God from experience.!
An omnipotent being with the power to create the universe goes beyond any 
analogy that can be made in relation to human beings. Something as 
complicated as the creation of all must have taken an enormous amount of 
creators even if they were thousand of times more clever and powerful than 
human beings. 
Towards the end of his argument, Philo concludes that: “The universe at some 
time arose from something like design” (26), which is what Cleanthes more or 
less has been insisting on from the beginning. Cleanthes is quite smug because 
! $'!
of this despite him needing to deny that his anthropomorphism should lead to 
such superstitions. 
 
By the analogy of design another implication arises. If there is a mind that made 
the design, where is the body? For has there ever been a mind without a body? 
This puts Cleanthes in a dilemma, if judging God by human experience and 
analogy an endless amount of possibilities can be lead from experience, none of 
them completely perfect, but all with a shroud of truth to them (34). 
One example Philo uses is the Epicurean, which he calls the most absurd system 
ever proposed. This might be an attempt to gain leverage over Cleanthes, by 
creating a system, which is bad, but still making it equally good to Cleanthes’ 
and thereby degrading it to the level of the most absurd system ever proposed. 
Philo proposes in his example that the universe is made out of finite space and 
matter, but infinite time (34). With this hypothesis we can logically conclude 
that there is a limited amount of actions possible by the first edict, but that these 
must have occurred an infinite number of times as time is limitless. Cleanthes 
makes a micro observation: Why have certain happenings only seen the day of 
light recently, like the discovery of America (36),which Philo counters by 
expanding the timeframe and suggests that these things might have happened 
already and that we are only one incantation of events (36). 
The final critique of anthropomorphism is its ethnocentric human view. The idea 
of a creator or designer is logical for human beings because we are humans. We 
create things by planning them in our heads first, from that to infer that the 
universe was created by a mind like ours, is an easy conclusion to grasp. That 
the universe should have been spun from the bowels of a spider seems absurd to 
us, but on a planet inhabited by spiders this would be a most sound logical 
analogy (33). 
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Essence or Existence?: “A Matter of Chronology” 
All knowledge that we can conceive is centered around that of the subject, the 
human subject, and our perception of the world. This is conveyed by Cleanthes’ 
argumentation and its influence throughout the Dialogues. He wants to 
subscribe God with human features, as humans are the only one we know. The 
result of this centralization of the human can be observed by several examples; 
the spiders, the features of God, similar causes creates similar effects. It is 
Cleanthes inability to acknowledge that he puts the ‘small parts’ as the 
providing source of knowledge about the ‘whole’. This main difference between 
Cleanthes and Philo, initially hinted but cemented during the dialogue, 
influences how they choose their approaches in understanding the intricate 
relationship between God and his creations.  
Fundamentally it is a battle between the ‘essentialist’ and ‘existentialist’. Demea 
clearly opposes to the way Cleanthes goes about his arguments, experience does 
not work because our senses deceive us, and our understanding of the material 
world depends on them. God is perfect and divine and we as humans are not, our 
reason and thought are useless in approaching God. 
Using one of the earliest examples we are provided with, the steel watch (Hume 
2007:12), Philo exemplifies the problematic with a priori example. Philo’s main 
thesis is that experience enables us to attain knowledge about how something is 
created, but with no actual knowledge of the world, every a priori example that 
we can conceive is equally justifiable. Even if we had the materials necessary to 
create a watch, a design or idea behind the watch is a necessity in order to create 
it. This is one of the earliest examples within the Dialogues, which captures the 
core of the problematic and disagreement between Philo and Cleanthes. 
Cleanthes notes that we are provided with products that are not essential to our 
survival and all these things are created for our mere convenience, and therefore 
it must be a benevolent design (36). What Philo and Cleanthes cannot agree 
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upon is the arrangement. What comes first? Material or mental? Essence or 
existence? 
Cleanthes holds that the mental or essence comes before anything, it is by 
design that the world arose, just like we can observe all humans have done 
throughout history. By experience a watch can never come to be, even if you 
have all the necessary materials, unless you have the plan of how to make it. By 
our human experience this seems logically sound, but this is the greatest fallacy 
of them all. 
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The mental world is the result of the material world. The mental world has at 
best existed in symbiosis with the material world. It has never governed the 
material world, but always been dependent on it. It seems as to us that our brains 
control the world, and to a certain extent that holds true. With our brain we can 
control our bodies and other material objects in our surroundings; drive cars, 
shoot guns and write text with computers. But our brains are composed of the 
same material that we claim to control, so by what faculty have we risen above 
the rules that govern the rest of the material world. A soul? Using the methods 
of Cleanthes that is a bad, no terrible, hypothesis, for which human can claim 
have experience with souls? And those few who claim to have, cannot share it 
with others. It might even be argued that those who claim to have knowledge 
from experience truly believe that they have, but relying on knowledge from 
someone who cannot share its proof with you, as it is not exactly reliable.The 
material is, by so called human reason, put into categories like ‘a watch’. !
!
We observed the material world and noticed time, which spurred us on to 
measure it. The ‘watch’ never existed as a concept before its creation and after it 
had been made, the essence of what a ‘watch’ is came into existence. Even when 
the first designers of the watch walked around with thoughts of it in their head, 
the initial idea had come from observations of the material world.!
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Cleanthes argues that we need human experience to know anything, which is 
true, but he makes a mistake when he tries to use this as a model for the creation 
of existence. “That is the only kind I know” he says about the human mind. The 
need for experience to gain knowledge as a human is indisputable, but to use 
this method for gaining knowledge in an analogy about the rest of the universe 
is a gross exaggeration of reason. Philo warns Cleanthes of this multiple times 
throughout the Dialogues. He is so centered on reason, since it is our only tool 
for understanding that he forgets how our reason can lead to multiple other ideas 
that have since proven equally good, but at the same time equally weak to the 
same critique. According to Philo the only opinion that can be held, which is not 
vulnerable to the previous issues is that of nothing. The creation of cosmos 
cannot be understood by any human experience and acceptance of the question 
due to something that ultimately cannot be explained, as the only reasonable 
opinion to hold. 
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Cleanthes and his Inspiration     
Cleanthes and Philo as it is presented in the introduction by Pamphilius belong 
to two different philosophical movements and find inspiration for their 
argumentation in these two. The sceptic and the careful philosopher with a 
strong reliance on the reason of humans. Throughout the dialogue Cleanthes is 
confident and firm in his argumentation, he patiently awaits his turn to elaborate 
on his arguments and create analogies as to explain and defend why his 
reasoning is valid. As mentioned previously the name of Cleanthes has a historic 
symbolic value, which is connected to the philosophical movement of the stoic. 
The ideas presented in the dialogue are a product of ideas derived and developed 
on the basis of the stoics. Cleanthes and his involvement in the Dialogues are 
marked by his way of approach, he leans on analogies as his starting point. The 
connection between the human intelligence and God’s intelligence is thereby 
created by observing the things that he has created. The complex order of our 
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universe can only be understood and explained to have been the creation of a 
designer.  The argument of Cleanthes is meant to work as an analogy 
(Blackburn 2008:97) and therefore we have crafted an analogy, which we 
believe captures the essence of Cleanthes argument;   
Everything that has a beginning has a cause  
The universe has a beginning  
Therefore the universe has a cause.  
!
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Cleanthes is perceived to be carrying out empirical theism, which means that 
one believes that religious beliefs can be grounded on the basis of experience 
(114). This is shown in the way Cleanthes embarks on explaining his 
understanding of God and his attributes through looking at the nature and the 
material world. 
One of Cleanthes’ main notions is that of the human mind. On one hand that is 
the only thing we as humans have to grasp our surroundings with, which makes 
it the only way of perception that we can know from experience. 
This is why it makes for such a compelling argument in any conjuration of 
imagined ‘minds’ and maybe Cleanthes’ trust in the human mind is what leads 
him to, when backed into a corner by Philo’s analogy of generation, resort 
to:   “(...)you must be aware that common sense and reason are entirely against 
you(...)”(33) without ever being able to explain why this is. 
!
!
 
 
 
 
 
! %"!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Philo and the Problem of Evil 
The last of the three major arguments in the Dialogues is that of the problem 
with evil, which has its main claim in the relation between God and the presence 
of evil. Demea brings on the subject as a prolonging of his First Cause argument 
and he starts talking of the non-rational root of belief in God. The matter of 
health, happiness and pain differs Cleanthes from Demea and Philo, which 
brings Philo into an overall argument against Cleanthes regarding the case of 
God being benevolent or not and the state of the perfect world. 
Philo has throughout the Dialogues had many interferences and counter 
arguments for Cleanthes’ opinions on the discussed matters. Especially the 
argumentation from design is something that separates the two of them, as Philo 
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believes that Cleanthes’ argument is weak and uncertain and therefore leads to 
wrongful analogies. This can be seen in part II where Philo demolishes 
Cleanthes’ analogy that resemblances the construction of a house to the 
formation of the universe.  
“The unlikeness in this cause is so striking that the most you can offer on the 
basis of it is a guess, a conjecture, a presumption about a similar cause.” 
(Hume 2007:11) 
Through his analogies Philo shows his inclination toward scepticism, as he 
doubts the argumentations Cleanthes presents. This sceptic tendency is also 
visible in Philo’s reasons against an ordered world. By pointing out that the 
universe is not alike throughout, as elements such as temperatures and gravity 
varies and differs the order, Cleanthes’ argument falls to the ground (35). Philo 
remains to doubt almost everything throughout the Dialogues, which resolves in 
Cleanthes calling him a sceptic. (17) 
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Philo’s presumption of the nature of God is portrayed in the argument of God’s 
existence as infinitely mysterious. In relation to Demea’s thoughts on the matter, 
Philo agrees with him that God is a mystery for humans and God is something 
that cannot be understood. Though for Philo, this inability to understand God 
comes from our lack of experience of the divine attributes and operations. Their 
difference lies in the fact that Demea focuses more on a priori argumentation for 
the ability to understand God, whereas Philo considers a priori a bad habit of 
reasoning, which relates to his sceptical nature.!
Despite their disagreements, Philo and Demea still collaborate on certain 
matters, as with the case of the problem with evil. In part X Demea brings the 
focus upon human emotions and states: “(…) that each man somehow feels in 
his heart the truth of religion, and that what leads him to seek protection from 
God (…)”  (40).Philo agrees with this, as he believes happiness and misery 
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contributes to bringing sense to religion, but it is also in the study of what these 
emotions do to us that brings up the question of God’s nature. 
Cleanthes’ cannot relate to the misery Philo and Demea talk of in the beginning 
of part X, which makes Philo find Cleanthes’ statement on supporting divine 
benevolence, through the denial of misery and wickedness in man, very odd 
(45). It simply goes against Cleanthes’ previous argumentations upon 
knowledge being gained from experience. Misery does exist, which Philo and 
Demea make plausible in their argument by referencing to the lives of Charles V 
and Cicero’s character Cato, who despite their successes have lived lives with 
misery (43).  
They talk of the effect that pain and sorrow have on humans as opposed to 
happiness and pleasure, as Philo believes that the emotion of pain is stronger 
than that of pleasure. Cleanthes disagrees on this, saying that pleasure is the 
greater of the two, but by doing so, he becomes a sceptic himself, which Philo 
points out: 
(…) You have taken your stand on most dangerous ground, and without 
realizing it have introduced a total scepticism into the most essential 
articles of natural and revealed theology.(45) 
By stating that pleasure is superior to misery, Cleanthes has accepted that misery 
does exist and therefore he goes against his own anthropomorphic. Philo uses 
this to demolish Cleanthes even further, as the inclusion of Epicurus’ questions 
and the problem with evil comes to mind. Now that Cleanthes has accepted the 
existence of misery, how can he argument for the existence of an all-loving 
God? If God is benevolent, then why are people miserable? Why does evil 
things occur in a universe that is supposed to be complete, as it is created in the 
image of a perfect being? These questions makes Philo relate to Epicurus’ 
interrogations upon the nature of God and the problem of evil: “Is he willing to 
prevent evil, but not able? Then he is impotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then 
he is malevolent.” (44). 
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In response to Philo’s scepticism, Cleanthes argues for God’s benevolence 
through his belief in pleasure and happiness being superior to that of evil. Philo 
is however quick to reply, as he points out why misery must exists at all?. If 
God is supposed to be omniscient, omnibenevolent and omnipotent, but misery 
still exists, then he cannot possess all three abilities. 
 
The Four Circumstances of Evil 
This brings Philo to the question, as to whether misery is actually intentionally 
created by God, since he believes it cannot be made by chance (Hume 1758:46). 
He comes to the notion of four causes of evil, which seem avoidable if the 
existence of a supremely benevolent God is true. Following his past 
argumentation, Philo sets off into finally ascribing his opinions concerning the 
matter of God’s moral nature and the problem of evil. He believes that a being 
of a certain level of intelligence cannot be at convinced in advance of the 
supreme intelligence and benevolence of a creator - especially if this belief is 
build upon observation due to the universe capacity of vice and misery. Philo 
believes that there are “four circumstances on which depend all or most of the 
troubles that beset conscious creatures”(48).  
These circumstances of evil do indeed not seem necessary, but at the same time 
they are unavoidable:!
1. The first circumstance for evil focuses on the arrangement of the animal 
creation and its capacity of feeling pleasure and pain. As Philo notices, these 
two sentiments push creatures into action and self-preservation, but it also seems 
that the existence of pleasure is more than enough to fulfil this task. Human 
beings are in a constant avoidance of pain and search for pleasure, while for 
animals thirst and hunger are felt more as a lessening of pleasure than a feeling 
of pain. Is pain then really necessary? “Why then is any animal ever subjected to 
such a sensation?” (49). However, being capable of feeling pain does not imply 
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that pain is produced, which leads to the second of the circumstances – that 
certain general laws of nature control the world. 
2. If the world is governed by a perfect being are these laws necessary? 
Moreover it appears that the world is not organized in a regular fashion, which 
leads to a series of events, and happenings that occasionally disappoint and 
sometimes carry of fortune and prosperity. This observation leads Philo to 
question why God does not intervene and transform all happenings to the good 
of human beings? It might be possible to find a reason for this lack of 
intervention from his part, but then again, no real conclusion can actually be 
made through observation. Since the general laws control the universe and the 
capacity for pain exists, it is inevitable that a coalition between these factors will 
occur in the form of agreements or clashes. Though this is not possible without 
the third circumstance for evil - the frugality by which all powers and abilities 
are distributed between the creatures of the universe. 
3. This distribution seems indeed to be well organized and is based upon the 
principle of what is barely needed in relation to survival of the creature. It is also 
a distribution of power in which certain animals are given certain abilities, but 
lack of others. Through this circumstance, Philo infers two questions on the 
nature of God. If God’s power is infinite why was he then so economic and gave 
us so little talents? Though if God’s power is finite, why did he then make so 
many creatures instead of creating less and give them more qualities?   As Philo 
says: “A builder is never regarded as prudent if he tackles a plan that he hasn’t 
the materials to finish”(50), but this inaccuracy in the workmanship in the 
process of frugality can also be seen when looking at the workings and 
principles of nature. According to Philo, this leads us to the fourth circumstance 
for evil. 
4. It can be observed that everything in the universe seems to have a cause and is 
indeed interconnected. Nonetheless, it remains to seem as if they were not 
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perfectly adjusted and ran from one extreme to another, which sometimes even 
lead to destruction: 
Everything in the universe, however advantageous frequently becomes 
pernicious through there being too much or too little of it; and nature has 
not guarded effectively against all disorder and confusion(50).  
 
As Philo exemplifies, this can be seen in the phenomenons of nature such as 
winds, which can help lead man in navigation, but at the same time can turn into 
hurricanes and create big damage.  It is also present in the passions of the mind, 
which can be extremely useful, but also create “the greatest convulsion in 
society” (51). 
The four circumstances accentuate Philo’s overall scepticism towards the nature 
of God. By acknowledging the existence of these circumstances in the universe, 
Philo questions the goodness of God, but he also postulates that these 
circumstances are not enough to deny God’s goodness. 
The difference about this argument, as opposed to Philo’s previous 
one  regarding misery, is that this argument is not a reply to a counter-argument, 
but merely an elaboration on his thoughts on the matter asked for by Cleanthes. 
This is visible in the structure of the argument, as Philo does not demean 
Cleanthes in the same superior way, as he did with their discussion on the 
presence of misery and the benevolence of God. “My opinion aren’t worth being 
made a mystery of; so without more ado I’ll tell you what occurs to me 
regarding this present subject.” (47). It is as though Cleanthes makes way for a 
Philo-monologue, which Philo is keen to use to the fullest.  
Cleverly, Philo uses the four circumstances to grasp the overall question of 
God’s nature, but without jumping to the big conclusions straight away. He 
starts in the small with the first circumstance of animals’ relation to pain and 
pleasure and concludes in the fourth circumstance, where the matter of the 
nature is reflected. He includes his scepticism in each of the circumstances, as 
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he cements different paradoxes in the creation of the universe if the creator was 
of a perfect mind. His sceptic nature, however, contributes to no definitive 
conclusions. Philo is simply exposing his opinions, which grounds in no certain 
argument against Cleanthes, but more as a sceptical speech on the diversity of 
God and the universe. 
The circumstances therefore become less of a valid argument, but work more as 
a fallacy, which supports Philo’s sceptical approach. Philo appeals to the logic 
of his listeners, as the circumstances ground on common knowledge. Though 
with his critical questioning of why they have come to be like this, he makes his 
audience doubt the actions of God, if God is the benevolent being we presume to 
be. Therefore, in relation to the sophistical fallacies, Philo’s four circumstances 
can in many ways relate to the principal Petitio Principii, as his reasons are 
formal, but do not conclude in anything specific and ends up becoming circular. 
 
As a conclusion of the circumstance, Philo points out how it can be observed 
that the world is carried on by opposing forces, such as pain and pleasure or hot 
and cold. From this it can be inferred that “(…) the original source of all things 
is entirely indifferent to all these forces, and no more prefers good above evil 
than heat above cold” (52). God then becomes neutral and there seems not to be 
a reason to infer otherwise, no matter if the discussion deals with natural evil or 
moral evil. By ascribing neutrality to God Philo manages to establish a ground 
level implying that if God was purely benevolent than a cause for vice is needed, 
as every effect must have a cause. It is also important to notice that Philo in his 
doubtful nature can find his line of thought as being compatible with ascribing 
divine attributes to the creator, but at the same time knowing that none of these 
attributes can ever be proven.  However, it is also after reaching these 
conclusions that his alliance with Demea concludes, which leads to Demea 
storming out, as he accuses Philo of agreeing with libertines and infidels (53). 
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Throughout the Dialogues Philo has kept a more neutral position although 
maintaining a sceptic nature. He has not ascribed to any specific position despite 
being extremely critical at some points on the other actors arguments. Especially 
when it comes to Cleanthes’ principles of the measurement of God by humans 
rules and standards. It is not until the problem with evil that Philo takes a 
standpoint, which leads him to be on the opposing sides of both Demea and 
Cleanthes and is accused of being a betrayer of the holy cause. It is through the 
study of the four circumstances of evil in the universe that he reaches the 
conclusion that God’s benevolent nature cannot really be proven, since 
otherwise can be infer by nature. But at the same time his malevolence cannot 
be proven, as the existence of misery and pain are not enough to infer this either. 
 
Philo’s Change 
As we keep looking into the character of Philo, an important switch in his 
argumentation is made in part XII. When Demea leaves the scene Philo begins a 
process of reconciliation with Cleanthes. First of all, by admitting to how in the 
matter of natural religion he is not so cautious, but at the same time rather 
conscious that by his statements he will never be able to corrupt the principles 
that the common man holds regarding religion. Secondly, he admits that it 
seems impossible to sustain, even for the more irreligion scientist of his time, 
the non-existence of a supreme intelligence behind the planning of all the 
structures and even homogenous parts that constitute the universe. It is indeed in 
the study of different sciences, which focuses into how nature does nothing in 
vain that it can acknowledge the authority of a thinking author. In our 
observations of the works of nature, and our awareness of smaller scales of 
organization out of our perceptual reaches that we can create factual 
propositions in support for the argument of a coherent system of cosmology. He 
is inclined to believe that the works of nature hold similarities with human 
products and by logic their causes are similar. Though at the same we can see 
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that there are also considerable differences that allow Philo to infer that they are 
products of a supreme cause, which holds a higher degree of power. As Philo 
notices, it seems that the disputes created in the surrounding of the issue of 
God’s existence and nature are more of a verbal kind. By selecting evidence in 
how, even when using clear definitions and precise ideas, controversies are 
created as the ambiguous nature of language and human ideas are not able to 
always reach certainty; Philo exemplifies how this can be seen in the opposition 
of atheists and theists. 
 
For Philo, the existence of God “is plainly discovered by reason” (Hume 
2007:56), as through the observation of works of nature and following the rules 
of good reasoning, his existence cannot be denied, as he is perfection. But it is 
into how we should refer to God that verbal disputes occur, especially in 
theological and philosophical enquiries. It is important for him to explain this, as 
it allows him to point toward the dispute between sceptics and dogmatics that 
seems to be purely verbal. It is also important for Philo to make an important 
distinction between what he considers “true religion” and “common 
superstitions”, which he believes are often absurd and bring misery into the 
world  (57).  Every religion, except the philosophical rational kind, will create 
contradictions and play with the ingenuity of our mind by pushing man away 
from its ‘natural’ inclination for honesty and benevolence into a “narrow, 
contracted selfishness” (59). Superstitions and fanaticism reveals its bad effects 
in the everyday life and whenever “a historical narrative mentions the religious 
spirit, we are sure to find later in the story some details of misery that come with 
it” (57).  Philo believes that attention should be raised into how popular religion 
appears to us and how its imagery tends to focus on terror.  
!
Part XII evolves around the scepticism of Philo and the theism of Cleanthes and 
how this transcends into their view upon natural religion in total. Philo has 
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throughout the Dialogues attacked Cleanthes empirical theist approach towards 
the design argument, but now claims to believe in it at some level. The fact that 
Philo, as a sceptic, chooses to see sense in Cleanthes’ argument makes him 
move away from his sceptical approach. Scepticism is the denial that knowledge 
or rational belief is possible, either about some specific subject or within any 
area. It comes from the observation that the best methods in a certain area seem 
to fall short of giving us contact with the truth, and therefore it frequently cites 
the conflicting judgments that what our methods deliver indefinite answers. By 
concluding that nothing in nature is vain (54) he resolves to the notion that the 
universe must have an overall creator and no one can deny this, as these grounds 
appeal to our scientific reasoning. The inclusion of reason makes Philo’s 
previous argumentations questionable, as reason does not collide with his 
sceptic nature. Philo’s audience might even come to the notion that he is starting 
to see sense in empirical theism overall, but this is not the case, as Philo and 
Cleanthes still disagree on the grounds of God’s resemblance to humans.!
Philo has not betrayed his previous thoughts in total, as he has not declared a 
full trust in the relation between religion and the creation of God. Through his 
recognition of Cleanthes’ argument he simply acknowledges that there are 
evidential grounds that the cause of the universe resemble human intelligence. 
He does not connect this human trade to a deity, but simply acknowledges that 
our universe must run on some principle grounds, to which there must be a 
greater creator behind. 
Philo’s change in opinion therefore more reflects on the thoughts of Fideism, as 
his thoughts relate more to the concept of religious belief being based on faith 
instead of reason. This also connects to scepticism; one must be sceptical in 
one's trust in the power of reason to open oneself to revelation, which is the case 
of Philo’s new approach to the argument from design. Philo remains sceptical 
throughout part XII, which is argued for as being an appropriate approach 
towards the questioning of natural religion. To underline this he refers to the 
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untrustworthiness of the ancient Greek philosophers (60) and how matters 
should always be doubted in their rightness. This leads him to the conclusion of 
philosophical scepticism being “the first and most essential step towards being a 
sound, believing Christian.” (62), and thereby declares himself most righteous 
in relation to the debated matter, but despite Pamphilus finding his principles 
most probable, he is not declared the overall winner. 
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Philo’s Role in the Dialogues 
To understand Philo’s role in the Dialogues one can look at his relationship with 
the others actors. In the case of Demea, he and Philo usually collaborate, 
especially upon the matter of God not being able to be understood on a human 
level in the opposition of Cleanthes anthropomorphism. They share the same 
assumptions, but their process of reaching their final arguments differ along the 
way, which leads to their separation in part XI when Demea is dismayed with 
Philo’s statement concerning the neutrality of God.  
Philo’s relationship with Cleanthes is somewhat complicated, as Philo seems to 
be the stronger opposer of the design argument, especially when it comes to 
adhering to God through human attributes. Though as we reach the conclusion 
of the Dialogues, we see conciliation between the two, as Philo sees sense in 
Cleanthes argument from design. In part XII they embark on a more 
collaborative relationship and the critique has become more constructive. 
However, they still possess some main differences, which is seen in their 
opinions on organised religion and the relation between God and humans. 
It is not until the mentioning of the subject of misery that Philo advances an 
argument instead of being purely critical and gives an opinion towards the other 
characters arguments. In fact it is when the concept of misery and pain in the 
world is put in evidence that the problem of evil is created; which permits Philo, 
following Epicurean philosophy, to ask fundamental questions concerning the 
moral nature of God. Misery, as everything else, needs a cause and this cause is 
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supposed to be a benevolent God, which creates a contradiction. In order to do 
this he sets into explaining the four circumstances on which every trouble in the 
world rely on, but seem not to have a necessary existence. The discussion of 
these four circumstances for evil permits Philo to arrive to the notion of a 
neutral God, as from these circumstances one cannot really infer the 
benevolence or malevolence of this God. 
Rather than building an argument Philo creates a fallacy, as he never actually 
reaches a conclusion, but this process allows him to finally destroy Cleanthes 
anthropomorphic concept of the nature of God. The structure of his arguments 
relate to his sceptical nature, as Philo doubts everything. 
 
Although Philo’s opinions sometimes seem to be controversial he never denies 
the existence of a perfect God-like creator of the universe. The claims of him 
being an atheist can therefore not be sustained. He is in fact a believer of what 
he calls true religion, which is based on philosophical and rational 
understanding. This is perhaps why he also despises organized religion, as he 
believes it is based on fanaticism and absurd superstitions (Hume 2007:57). 
Though questioning his scepticism in part XII, by acknowledging Cleanthes’ 
design argument, Philo still maintains to save his own skin and pronounce 
himself the winner, as he proclaims that philosophical scepticism is the correct 
way to approach the matter of natural religion. Contributing to Philo’s self-
assurance is also the fact that he has been able to critic Demea and Cleanthes’ 
throughout the Dialogues, but when it came to his own argument, he did not 
meet the same resistance. Overall, it is easy to proclaim oneself the winner, 
when you doubt everything and therefore never really take a stand, which can be 
contradicted. 
!
!
!
! &$!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
Philosophical Movements within the Characters 
Throughout the Dialogues the differences between the three characters have 
been presented through the various arguments. Demea, Cleanthes and Philo each 
represent certain opinions, which reflect upon Hume’s own thoughts. An 
interesting angle towards the understanding and representation of the three 
characters is perhaps through the possible resemblances with certain historical 
philosophical movements. We have therefore chosen this as our angle, as to how 
we could get a deeper understanding of the text. Are there comparable elements 
in the mindset of the three characters in relation to the past, present and future 
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aspects of philosophical thinking? And to which extent does Hume demonstrate 
this in the Dialogues? 
 
Demea and the Past 
It is throughout the Dialogues clear that Demea is the most conservative of the 
three and an incarnation of an older belief system. He has a dogmatic approach 
toward the base of human knowledge being established on religious doctrines 
and authorities. These elements are visible in his argumentation and behaviour 
towards the others’ opinions, which in the end results in his sudden exit from the 
discussion. 
Overall Demea is in favor of the a priori argumentation, which relates to the 
past’s assumptions of gaining knowledge through reason. This he relates to the 
existence of God and how only this can prove the supremacy of God. Demea 
believes that humans in no way can resemblance the mind of God and therefore 
despises Cleanthes’ preference for the a posteriori. We cannot base our 
knowledge of God’s existence on experience, as we have none, nor any real 
understanding, as God is far superior to the human. It is as though God is the 
overall ruler that we must subdue. This approach does indeed show Demea’s 
orthodox nature on the matter of religion, and he is therefore Hume’s 
representative of past philosophical movements. Demea’s opinions resemblance 
to those of the Ancient Greek philosophers and Aristotle’s science, which also 
becomes visible in his contempt against Philo in part XI. One must not doubt 
God, as he is the mightiest of all. When Philo doubts God it is as though he is 
questioning not only the powers and understanding of God, but his overall 
existence, which does not appeal to Demea. He is therefore outraged by the turn 
of the discussion and leaves as a result of Philo’s scepticism.  
Demea’s exit is perhaps Hume’s way of transcending the message of the past’s 
orthodox approach and conservative nature; that has now come to an end. He 
and the ancient philosophy that he represents must accept historical 
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development and scientific facts to understand that their time has passed and a 
new era is upon them. Demea started the Dialogues, as his thoughts of the past 
started the questioning of God and religion, but now the time has come to leave 
and make way for new thoughts.  
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Cleanthes and the Present 
The opinions of Cleanthes seem to reflect some of the established and 
acknowledged ideas of the 18th century, as it parts with a priori argumentation. 
With the discoveries of Copernicus and Galileo, the Church's monopoly on 
declared knowledge was challenged by the new method of scientific 
experimentation. Building its knowledge on experience and observation, this 
method helped achieve a greater insight and correctness in certain fields such as 
astronomy and mathematics, which Cleanthes refers to in his argumentations 
(Hume 2007:16). Cleanthes claims that we can only know things a posteriori, 
which makes one rely on experience to explicate the nature of God and genesis. 
Despite going against Demea on certain levels, Cleanthes still relates to him, as 
the Ancient Greeks are also visible in Cleanthes’ building of  cosmology: he 
inherits from them a human centered view of the world, as well as some of his 
conceptions of the nature of God, from which he draws ideas from the Stoic 
philosophers. This emphasizes the fact that Cleanthes’ role in the Dialogues is a 
middle of the road figure, as he stands between the orthodox Demea of the past 
and the controversial Philo of the future. 
With his confidence in the a posteriori approach, Cleanthes embodies the ideas 
of the Enlightenment, from which observation and experience become central 
tools for the understanding of many issues, which is especially represented in his 
anthropomorphism. Human being, mind and reason are the central points of 
reference. Humans become the starting point for catalysing and applying 
knowledge of the whole, as we are equipped  with a mind, and therefore have 
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the ability to gain knowledge. This also affects the structure of argumentation, 
as they are built on the analogies that Cleanthes likes to use.  
He also speaks for a more secular society and therefore challenges the previous 
collaboration between the church and state, which is the basis for Demea’s 
world order. Secularization had its roots in the late renaissance and became the 
human project of the Enlightenment era, as the focus was more on the basis of 
observation and empirical evidence rather than established doctrines. 
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Cleanthes is pragmatic and believes that uncertain happenings or objects must 
appeal to our logic, which is also present in his argument from design.  Logic is 
a determinate element in the humans understanding of the universe and God , 
and it helps us see the truth clearer. One can doubt everything, but logic makes 
us see sense in certain areas. This is also what parts Cleanthes and Philo’s 
relation to scepticism and what in the end contributes to Pamphilius’ declaration 
of a winner. Whereas Philo questions the overall role of religion, Cleanthes still 
maintains a belief in the importance of religion; whether it be good or bad it is 
still better than no religion at all. This relates to the Enlightenment’s approach to 
religion, as it never wanted to demolish it, but to expand our knowledge on the 
matter.!
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Cleanthes is Hume’s contemporary man and representation of the new thoughts, 
but without separating too much from society’s acceptance. He relates to the 
scientific revolution and the new structure of knowledge through observation 
and experience. The proclamation of Cleanthes as the overall winner may be 
odd to some, as many analyses declare that Philo inherits most of Hume’s own 
mindset. By making Cleanthes the winner, Hume manages to get his own 
sceptical thoughts shown in a positive approach, yet still without the fear of 
society’s wrath and misconception. It would perhaps be too daring to proclaim 
Philo as the winner, as he represents a controversial new angle toward the 
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subject of natural religion. Cleanthes is the safer choice, who still manages to be 
superior to Demea’s argumentations of the past. He is therefore the 
representation of the developments society is undergoing as a result of the 
scientific discoveries and enlightenment of human beings.!
!
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Philo and the Future 
Philo is in the Dialogues the most controversial character and the one whose 
nature and point of view is the hardest to discern. He is the character who 
participates the most and has the strongest critical stand towards the two other 
characters’ arguments, his main position only becomes clear towards the end, 
though it is clear throughout the discussion that Philo has the position of the 
sceptic. It is in his scepticism that Philo finds his main tools for critique, which 
connects him to Hume, who with the empiricists condemned certainty beyond 
the senses and basic logic (Blackburn 2008:327). Scepticism comes from the act 
of observation, which is central in Philo’s discourse. Taking the role of the 
sceptic Philo is brought together with some of Hume’s ideas while at the same 
time distancing himself from the Enlightenment. It seems indeed that in Philo’s 
persona and discourse we can find issues discussed by some of the later 
philosophers of the 18th century as well as by the so called Romantics in the 19th 
century.  
Philo still follows several of the principles set by the Enlightenment movement; 
he is a strong believer of reason and its importance. A central issue for the 
philosophers of that time was the study of human nature for which they observe 
and analyse human conduct and the processes of the mind. This was central for 
Hume’s enquiries, as he believed that experience and observation were 
fundamental in his opposition of established religious beliefs. Philo shares this 
point of view, which he emphasizes at different moments in the Dialogues. This 
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can be seen particularly during Part XI, in which he admits his abhorrence of 
common superstitions (Hume 2007:57). In human nature a foundation for 
knowledge could be found. During the 17th century, philosopher Rene Descartes 
claimed that reason was the only reliable source for knowledge and that 
previous beliefs acquired through the senses should be dismissed. Other 
philosophers such as Immanuel Kant further explored these rational views. 
Although he did not see the rational mind as a complete definer of the whole 
self, he did believe in the existence of a transcendental self which reason is a 
priori set within. For Kant the existence of this transcendental being found its 
justification in the fact that he believed that from experience the principles of 
reason could not be derived (Burkitt 2009:9).  
 
In the Enlightenment tradition, the rationalist theory stood strong as 
philosophers explored a priori reasoning, as they believed it to lead to logical 
and firm conclusions. The 18th century saw the birth of a different tendency, one 
that favored a posteriori reasoning. Philosopher John Locke argued that we 
attained knowledge through our sensory perceptions and how we reflect upon 
them. For him the mind was a clean slate that build knowledge through 
experience. These ideas were sources of inspiration for Hume (Hyland, Gomez 
& Greensides 2003:34). Hume clearly follows these empiricists principles, 
which later assert him to scepticism and challenge religious principles and 
established explanations of the origins of nature (46). The character of Philo 
follows these points of view, not only as a self claimed sceptic. He can also be 
considered an empiricist as observation and experience are fundamental to how 
he builds his arguments. It is indeed our lack of experience in the matter of God, 
which makes us unable to understand him. It is furthermore important to note 
that Philo is critical of a priori reasoning, which he considers a bad intellectual 
habit (Hume 2007:40). 
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The Enlightenment era saw the attempt to construct a ‘natural’ secular history of 
man in order to replace the traditional ‘sacred’ Christian history. This lead to the 
creation of a serie of theories concerning the nature of men and society. Some 
thinkers like Thomas Hobbes saw society as the product of a cooperation 
between individuals constructed for everyone’s benefits in order to fight the 
dangers of the ‘original natural state’, in which no civil laws existed (Hyland, 
Gomez & Greensides 2003:4). Other philosophers saw the matters of nature and 
society differently. Philosopher and thinker Jean Jacques Rousseau saw man as 
characterized by a struggle between good and evil. He  believed that humans 
were good by nature, but were corrupted by society. He claimed that they used 
to live in a natural state in which all their needs were met, but once they created 
civil society, hierarchies and inequalities were born (Burkitt 2008:16). These 
beliefs, as well as some regarding morals, put Rousseau at odds with some 
fellow thinkers of the Enlightenment era and crowned him as one of the fathers 
of Romanticism and was later developed by thinkers such as Marx. Although 
during the Dialogues, the matter of society is not extensively touched upon, one 
can say that Philo shares some of these beliefs.  
In Part XII, Philo goes on into a critique of established religion. The call to 
practice of certain religious exercises for him goes against human nature and 
make humans cover their true feelings and generate a narrow selfishness. For 
Philo common superstitions are not favorable for morality, which is why, as he 
explains that in politics the number of priests should be confined (Hume 
2007:59). In a sense this critique of organized religion can be seen as a 
reflection of the issues concerning society exposed by Rousseau and the 
founders of the discipline of sociology. This critique creates a distinction 
between what is natural and what is socially created. Philo’s distinction between 
human benevolent nature and religion, as a corrupted force can be seen as an 
exploration of Rousseau’s idea of a natural human state corrupted by society. 
Religion as society becomes a creator of hierarchies and inequalities, which 
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instead of focusing on political and economical issues focuses on morality. 
Linking Philo to this point of view puts him as a precursor of certain issues that 
will later be dealt with, although focusing more on how the society is divided 
into social groups and their role in the construction of the self.  
When taking a look at the character of Philo one can find other points of 
similarity, which relate him to Hume and also to later philosophers of the 18th 
century. Hume attempted to provide an account of morals in which he tried to 
explain how moral judgments in societies are created and how these judgments 
change in the light of experience. Hume also argued that reason is always a 
servant of the emotions since it can be a slave to passions.!
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In the Dialogues, Philo speaks about human emotions, particularly about misery 
and pain. Human emotions are for him one of the reasons that lead people to 
seek the protection of God, but are also central in defining God’s neutral nature. 
In his explanation of these emotions he talks about how these can overwhelm us 
and help to preserve the individuals and the continuation of the species (Hume 
2007:44). The notion of us being slaves of our passions is a notion that has been 
well studied by different thinkers. During the Enlightenment period this notion 
allowed Kant to reach to the conclusion of a priori reason, which helped solve 
the contradictory nature of emotions (Burkitt 2008:9).!
Whereas other philosophers, such as Friedrich Nietzsche the suppression of 
passions in favor of reason is the origin of ‘bad conscience’. For Romantic 
thinkers emotions were privileged. Here it can be seen again how the character 
of Philo discusses some issues that will be explored later on, not only by Hume 
,but also by other philosophers of his and future times.  
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In the Dialogues, Philo can be said to represent different points of view and 
positions. Following his sceptical views and the importance he gives to 
observation and experience, we can relate him to Hume. In his discourse there 
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can also be found some similarities and opposition to other Enlightenment 
thinkers. Philo’s opinions on certain issues, such as his critic of organized 
religion, can reflect some of the issues explored later on  by other philosophers 
such as the Romantics. !
Philo is a firm believer of reason and rationality, which distance him of the 
Romantic movement. Though he also puts a great importance on nature, as its 
observation allows us to infer the notion of a designer. Nature is also something 
that is in perpetual movement, motion and is infinite, as well as something that 
is sometimes out of our perceptual reach. The importance of the role of nature in 
Philo’s argument is a reflection of the role that the natural world took during the 
Enlightenment and its later significance during the Romantic period.  
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Conclusion 
The Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion were written in the mid 
1750’s  during what is known as the Enlightenment era. The Enlightenment saw 
an important change in epistemology, how man reflected upon himself and his 
relation to God. Scottish philosopher David Hume focused his enquiries on 
these different issues and explored new methods of understanding based upon 
observation, experience and scepticism.  The Dialogues was written within this 
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context, which is a relevant reflection considering the actual structure and 
meaning of the text. 
Because of the time that this text was written in, precautions and careful 
consideration must have been made on Hume’s part to avoid any accusation of 
unfavorable belief. While we never make any claim to what views Hume might 
have held, his choice of a dialogue must somehow be a reflection of his 
intentions. By using this literary form he avoids becoming the teacher preaching 
out to his pupils about God’s infinite or finite existence, about God’s supreme or 
weak nature; while still being able to put his opinion forward. !
!
Creating the three characters of Demea, Cleanthes and Philo, respectively 
representing three different arguments, Hume enabled himself to approach a 
very controversial topic of his time. Demea with the ontological argument 
relying on a priori line of reasoning to prove the existence of God. Cleanthes 
presents the anthropomorphism from a posteriori, which leads him to conclude 
that the universe arose from design. Lastly Philo attacks both arguments with his 
sceptic approach and with the problem of evil, concludes that god's nature is 
unknowable.!
Having looked at the arguments of each character, a connection between these 
and certain philosophical moments of thought seems evident. The Dialogues 
become a picture of Hume’s contemporary society, with the new ideas taking 
form and the old losing theirs. 
Demea’s old fashioned ideas of God fearing piety are challenged by a new line 
of thought relying on empirical evidence and human center of understanding 
represented by Cleanthes. Philo holds similar views, but at the same time 
incorporates a skeptical approach to Cleanthes’ reliance on human reason. 
Furthermore Philo points towards ideas that are subsequently acknowledged by 
later philosophers. 
! '$!
This reflection and our interpretation of the Dialogues led us to ask ourselves 
about the importance of Hume’s beliefs in our contemporary society and 
problematics concerning the religious debate of today.  
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Hume from a Contemporary Perspective!
The report has aimed through an analytical perspective to portray how the three 
characters can be ascribed to three different movements. Additionally an 
analysis of their arguments and a look upon the historical context has enabled us 
to gain a reasonable foundation. From this we look at the problematics 
! '%!
concerning religion and incorporate the current debates and discussions from 
contemporary religious critics.  
So far we have only been concerned with the Dialogues as a literary piece in 
itself, but what of Hume? Written in the form of a dialogue, the opinions of the 
author are shrouded. Are the opinions of a specific character the voice of the 
writer, or does every character share some of the beliefs of the author? These are 
some of the initial reflections that one could consider in regards to the 
Dialogues. And what about time? How could living in the 18th century have 
affected the writings of Hume and are there certain things that one can or cannot 
write? 
 
Investigating and indulging in the intricate concept of religion has always been 
of enormous interest throughout history. The role of religion and Church has 
been criticized and questioned, which has influenced new waves of organized 
religion. Furthermore the critique of religion has sparked movements and in 
present day the human rights  have made it acceptable to voice one’s personal 
opinions. In regards to religion it is assumed that Hume might not have had total 
liberty in his writings and imposed a certain amount of self-censorship. 
The creation of a secular state in the western world has decreased the role of the 
Church on a political level, and it is therefore of interest to dwell upon the 
survival of such an institution. What is in store for the Church?  
In recent time one of the most provocative and influential critics of theism is the 
journalist Christopher Hitchens, who has created controversy with his books, 
lectures and seminars. An example of this is formulated in the book god is not 
Great published in 2007, in which he elaborates on the predicaments concerning 
organized religion and aims to explain the weaknesses and faults he believes 
religion is trying to hide. !
! '&!
The origin of atheism is something we consider to be a product and a way of 
thinking, which was created in modern times. Christopher Hitchen dwells upon 
this assumption and the historical background of atheism. He emphasizes that 
ancient academics and thinkers, even without the knowledge we have in modern 
day, could have realised the transparent absurdities surrounding religion. He 
stresses a significant point that even if they did discover  these absurdities, the 
punishment for such beliefs and questioning of the Church, at the time, was 
severe.  
The sensitive and somewhat unapproachable subject of religion, and the ideas 
presented by Hume, are to be considered very controversial for the time because 
of it being in clear opposition to the Church and the doctrines. People like 
Galileo, Spinoza and even Socrates show what consequences challenging 
religious dogma can have.  
Supposedly friends and relatives kept guard at Hume’s tomb for 8 days after his 
burial out of concern of the accusations of atheism towards him (The City of 
Edinburgh Council(2001)), which shows how controversial religion was to 
reflect upon. Writing in the style of a fictional dialogue may therefore just be the 
right tool for such an endeavor. The fictional characters speak only for their own 
opinions and the author can therefore, or at least attempt to avoid responsibility.  
In regards to these considerations one might wonder if there is a double meaning 
in the words of Demea at the beginning of the Dialogues. Why is Demea scared 
that his children might “reject the most established doctrines and opinions” 
(Hume 2007:3).  An obvious answer could be of a religious belief, Demea does 
not want his children to go to hell for harboring doubts on the existence of God. 
Another answer might be of a more material kind; the social consequences of 
rejecting these doctrines will lead to persecution. Now this is obviously a 
speculation into the mind of the author, but interestingly enough it is never 
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elaborated on within the Dialogues, as to why this kind of new thinking should 
be dangerous. 
!
The Dialogues touch upon the complicated subject of the nature of God, but 
never does the characters discuss where these ‘established’ doctrines come 
from; like the infinity of God or supposed perfection. The sceptic Philo delves 
into the most provocative speculations on God, but never once does his 
scepticism move on to any of the mediators of God like that of a specific 
organized religion. It could have been Hume’s attempt to simply avoid 
offending any particular group, be it Catholics or Protestants.!
In regards to Hume’s personal view on religion, it would be unfair to make any 
claim postmortem and especially based on one single work, but nonetheless 
there have been certain considerations when reading the Dialogues. 
Looking at the construction such as the time dedicated to each speaker, Philo in 
a rough estimate takes about 70 percent of the pages. If Hume did not share a 
considerable part of Philo’s belief it would seem odd for him to allow Philo so 
much space to criticize the opinions of Cleanthes and Demea. Even the way in 
which Philo deliberately hides his opinions until the end of the Dialogues seem 
to resonate the fear of expressing personal belief. Philo is at the end of the 
Dialogues almost apologizing for his polemic nature and declaring his 
“unreserved intimacy” (54) with Cleanthes. 
Pamphilus gets the last word and declares Cleanthes’ approach that of nearest to 
the truth, in spite of Philo having, by his arguments and examples, left Cleanthes 
resorting to statements like: 
And you must be aware that common sense and reason are entirely 
against you, and that whimsical hypotheses like the ones you have 
produced may puzzle us but can never convince us(33) 
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Is this a shroud Hume drapes himself in to clear his persona of any associations 
of religious critique or even atheism? 
The affair of the posthumous release of the Dialogues further strengthens the 
claim that Hume might have been scared of repercussions as a result of any 
opinions shed in his book. Hume might not have been a Luther, considering his 
appetite for the pleasures of life, but might his work not have been of the same 
nature?  “Hier stehe ich, ich kann nicht anders” (Here I stand, I can do no other) 
is a way to convey a message by the good argument, but at the same time 
claiming to be of the opposite popular opinion than what has just been proved as 
the superior truth. 
 
Christopher Hitchens, a declared atheist, who spent the majority of his 
life  debating and denouncing religion in all its forms. Unlike Hume, Hitchens 
directly attacks different institutionalized beliefs on God - from the monotheistic 
religions Christianity, Islam and Judaism to the eastern religions of Hinduism 
and Buddhism. In the Dialogues, not once does any of the three characters 
mention any specific religion by name. While they do refer to certain doctrines, 
they never specify which doctrines are to be followed.  
Maybe Hume intended for his work to be universal and touch upon the subject 
of God that any religion will encounter, when reflecting upon the nature of God. 
In his aggressive critique Hitchens moves beyond the philosophical concern that 
Hume was dealing with, though he does mention some of the basic questions 
like the cosmological argument, where Hitchens’ primary concern revolves 
around historical and social reflections. “Does Religion Make People Behave 
Better?” is a chapter from his book god is not Great dedicated to the discussion 
of morals and the common statement that religion is where we gain our morals 
from.!
Hitchens’ conclusion is: no, and by multiple examples he shows how religious 
people have committed immoral deeds. Some cases like the catholic church’s 
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abuses of children show how deeply religious people commit terrible acts in 
spite of the morals they are meant to have required from their religious belief. 
Other cases shows how immoral acts are committed, not in spite of, but because 
of religious belief. The murder of Theo Van Gogh in Amsterdam by a zealous 
muslim was a result of the director’s islam critical movie “Submission” (The 
Guardian (2004)). 
 
The rest of Hitchens’ book is filled with similar cases where he exemplifies 
numerous cases of religious conflicts on a global scale, immoral acts committed 
by people of religion and how divine holy texts are obviously man-made. 
Hitchens does not try hide his opinions or be ambiguous. Is this a modern 
condition because we no longer have retaliations on religious critique? We have 
already mentioned the murder of Dutch movie director Van Gogh, which shows 
how it can still be dangerous to insult religious dogmas and this is not a unique 
case. The fatwa on Rushdie in the 1980’s and the condemnation of the 
Muhammed Cartoons were denounced not only by muslims, but numerous other 
people of different faiths including the catholic Church(Zenit Org. (2006)). 
These are examples of distancing oneself from the religious righteousness of 
non-violence, as one is practicing violence in the name of  God. Hitchens 
himself claims to have received anonymous calls threatening him with hell and 
death (Hitchens 2007:271). 
In spite of living in a ‘modern’ society, where laws of blasphemy have been 
abolished in most the western countries compared to Hume’s time, writing or 
expression of religious critique can still hold dangers. It is not from the state that 
we fear retribution, but religious fanatics and preachers. So why is it that 
religious tolerance has been accepted by the state, while society is still 
struggling to accept one another’s diversity in beliefs? 
It could be perceived that one of the catalyst in modern society has been the 
development of technology and science, which has provided us with knowledge 
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that is founded on empirical data rather than the past superstitions. The 
technological development made the Church doubtful as people were looking 
beyond God for explanations. The Church had to acknowledge the important 
changes by either creating a more liberal or a more fundamental profile. The 
values of several religions have had to expand their horizon, and the 
interpretation of religious doctrines are of a more liberal character e.g. view on 
homosexuality, the institution of marriage as well as divorce. 
One can argue that the cause for the increase of extreme measures of 
interactions performed by some of the fundamentalists around the world in the 
name of God and religion, are the results of the secular system. These groups of 
people do not feel that their beliefs are treated with respect any longer in the 
public sphere, and due to the freedom of speech they feel their religion is 
scrutinized and people in modern society are flawed and filled with indecency, 
which no one punishes. They then go on to devote themselves to God and 
believe that their mission is to act on behalf of God since no authority takes on 
the role to do so anymore.    
Instead of attacking specific doctrines and institutions, Hume focuses on the 
consequences of what he calls “common superstition” (Hume 2007:57). In part 
XII, where Philo and Cleanthes are having a debate about the moral of humans, 
Philo is emphasizing on how we perpetually through the history of time have 
been witnesses to wars within and between borders, human persecution, 
oppression and slavery. Terrors that according to Philo is inevitable results of 
corruptive doctrines and superstitious minds, which is why we cannot secure our 
morals in religious beliefs. In fact he argues that: “No period of time can be 
happier or more prosperous than those in which the religious spirit is never 
honored or heard of” (57).  
If we believe that Philo is the mouthpiece of Hume this statement is rather 
radical. Not only does it target the religious spirit of God, it is also concerned 
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with the forces celebrating and honoring the Divine Being. Hume might not be 
as radical in his opposing to the organized religion, as Hitchens, but bringing the 
consequences of the preached religious morals into the picture, he is doing two 
things. First, he obviously shows how established religious morals lead to the 
worst imaginable terrors, and secondly, how organized religion is rather 
comprehending or ensuring our morals, as it is oppressing what he refers to as 
our “natural inclination” (58). Where Hitchens is very open in his opinions, 
almost aggressive, Hume is hiding his beliefs within the character of Philo and 
within the debate of our morals.  
!
The relevance of Hume’s dialogue in modern society can be seen through the 
three characters as they represent different opinions towards religion. These 
characters each represent characteristics that can be connected to the issues 
concerning religion on a modern scale. One could ask whether or not the 
religion debate has actually changed? !
Today we have the liberty to speak our own mind and believe in whatever we 
may want, yet one is still judged on the basis of religion. As discussed earlier, 
religious beliefs still create great uproar in society and plays a significant role. 
Even though the state no longer has the right to persecute on the basis of this, 
there are groups of people, who believe they uphold the right to punish in the 
name of God.  
Religion is still implemented in many nation states, which was recently seen in 
the problematics concerning Obama’s religious beliefs in the presidential 
election.  The rumours of him being a muslim spiralled a lot of attention as 
opposed to his Mormon opponent, Mitt Romney.(Bacon, Perry(2007)) The 
United States of America is a self pronounced secular state, but it seems religion 
is still ever present like in their slogan: “God bless America” along with the 
debate of religious beliefs during the election (source). These are contributing 
elements in the questioning of an actual presence of secularity, and shed light on 
! ("!
the reality that religion still carries a large role in relation to power structure 
within the state. This brings to mind the relevance of Hume’s Dialogues in 
modern society, as it seems the debated areas are still relevant today. Despite the 
increase on scientific discoveries since the time of Hume, the matter of natural 
religion is still not a tangible subject to conclude. 
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